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ABSTRACT 
There are two important premises at the core of the American democracy: inclusion and 
dissent. Focusing on the premise of democratic dissent, the overarching goal of this study is 
understanding how colleges may encourage desirable civic outcomes. This dissertation is 
proceeds in an alternative format, containing three distinct manuscripts. Chapter 1 provides 
background and framed the subsequent manuscripts. Chapter 2 examines the measurement 
properties of survey scales, paying specific attention to potential differences by gender, race, and 
class year, and considering how these differences may affect findings and conclusions. Using 
confirmatory factor analysis and multi-group confirmatory factor analysis, four latent factors 
were hypothesized and confirmed. Test of invariance examined measurement on the basis of 
gender, race, and class year. Findings suggested these four factors were invariant. Chapter 3 
enumerates campus opportunities that shape students’ perceptions and predict campus climate 
that encourages civic learning and engagement. The study utilized ecological theory and data 
collected from the PSRI and utilized two-level multi-level modeling. Associations between 
student characteristics (e.g., race, personality), educational practices (e.g., diversity courses, first 
year seminars), and subjective measures of environment (e.g., perceived advocacy by campus 
professionals) were all revealed as potential levers for shaping students’ perception of climate. 
Chapter 4 examines how college students’ background, engagement, and perceptions are related 
to the development of an orientation towards activism and dissent by using the Activism 
Orientation Scale (AOS). The study utilized ecological theory and data collected from the PSRI, 
employing OLS regression. Some findings were consistent with previous scholarship on civic 
outcomes; however, two key findings were surprising. Chapter 5 revisits ideas from Chapter 1 in 
light of findings, concluding the dissertation. This dissertation adds to the growing literature that 
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connects the subjective environment to student outcomes and emphasizes the conceptual value of 
campus climates for student development. Higher education, through both educational practices 
and campus climate, can shape civic learning towards activism (i.e., collective, social-political 




CHAPTER 1. GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 In this chapter, I provide an introduction for my dissertation. The overarching goal of this 
study is understanding how colleges may intentionally construct environments to encourage 
desirable civic outcomes, including empowering individuals to exercise their voices in shaping 
their respective community.  This dissertation is presented in an alternative format, composed of 
three distinct manuscripts, investigating different aspects of how colleges may support student 
development for civic learning and democratic engagement. I begin this chapter with a statement 
of inquiry and establish the purpose my study. Next, I provide important background information 
necessary to situate my inquiry and outline the theoretical orientations which frames my study. 
Finally, I propose research questions which serve as guideposts for the subsequent chapters.   
Statement of Inquiry 
Americans are often deeply divided on issues of national purpose and common good; 
however, we share a general agreement on many things, including constitutionally-based rights 
and the existence of social responsibilities (Inazu, 2016). Inazu suggests there are two important 
premises at the core of the American democracy: inclusion and dissent. Inclusion encompasses 
the continually developing and moving boundary of who is allowed membership, access, and 
opportunity in a civil society. Dissent, on the other hand, is the right of citizens to challenge 
established norms, especially when they come into conflict with other strongly held beliefs. 
President Barack Obama (2017) echoed these two premises in his farewell address to the nation 
Understand, democracy does not require uniformity. Our founders argued. They 
quarreled.  Eventually they compromised. They expected us to do the same. But they 
knew that democracy does require a basic sense of solidarity – the idea that for all our 
outward differences, we’re all in this together; that we rise or fall as one. (para. 18) 
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Both Inazu and President Obama suggested that democracy requires both recognizing shared 
solidarity and expressing disagreement and dissent. 
My dissertation examines questions which emerge from one of these two complementary 
democratic premises. I investigate questions of dissent, hoping to identify how productive forms 
of dissent might be cultivated, especially among the young people who represent the future of 
our democracy. Scholars suggest that for individuals to feel comfortable engaging in dissent, 
they must develop a perspective that embraces collective problem-solving and social action; a 
process that unfolds over time, but once developed, persists across the life course (Corning & 
Myers, 2002; Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997). Framing the capacity and proclivity to engage 
in dissent as emerging from a developmental process raises the question of where in society this 
development should be encouraged.  
Higher education in the United States has taken many forms since its founding, but a 
consistent responsibility has been to prepare students to engage with civil society in meaningful 
and productive ways (Bok, 2013). This viewpoint has been shared by luminaries and institutions 
alike, including Thomas Jefferson (1789), Horace Mann (1845/1969), John Dewey (1903), the 
United States Department of Education (Kanter, 2015; National Task Force on Civic Learning 
and Democratic Engagement [National Task Force], 2012; Suspitsyna, 2012), institutionally 
based membership organizations (Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2013), 
college presidents (Kerr, 1963; Bok, 2013), private foundations (Adelman, Ewell, Gaston, & 
Schneider, 2011), and higher education scholars (Bowen, 1977; Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & 
Stephens, 2003; Kezar, 2004; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011). One way to prepare students to 
participate in democracy is through civic learning, and higher education is a locus for civic 
learning (Bok, 2013; Colby et al., 2003; Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Johnson, 2017).   
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Howard (2001) defined civic learning as “any learning that contributes to student 
preparation for community or public involvement in a diverse democratic society” (p. 45).  Civic 
learning is operationalized through many outcomes (e.g., knowledge, skills, attitudes) and 
includes practices of dissent (Hemer & Reason, 2017; Howard, 2001; Torney-Purta, Cabrera, 
Roohr, Liu, & Rios, 2015). Activism is one practice of dissent, which may manifest in a variety 
of ways (Corning & Myers, 2002; Hamrick, 1998; Kezar, 2010).  
The word activism commonly evokes ideas of protest and extra-institutional behavior, 
which may carry connotations of radical action (Corning & Myers, 2002; Kezar, 2010). Yet, 
expressing dissent and engaging in extra-institutional activism are not wholly independent from 
more conventional social action-taking (Corning & Myers, 2002; Hart & Gullan, 2010). There 
are many types of activism, and rarely does higher education research of activism offer a 
definition of the term (Cabrera, Matias, & Montoya, 2017). Some scholars suggest that if 
activism is conceptualized as protest, extra-institutional behavior, and radical action, then 
scholarship may underestimate or marginalize highly committed individuals who consistently 
engage in more traditional, low-risk, or subtle forms of dissent (Corning & Myers, 2002; Hart & 
Gullan, 2010; Kezar, 2010). Therefore, activism in this study is understood broadly, defined as 
engagement in “various collective, social-political, problem-solving behaviors spanning a range 
from low-risk, passive, and institutionalized acts to high-risk, active, and unconventional 
behaviors” (p. 704, Corning & Myers, 2002).  
Much of the higher education research on activism uses a narrow definition of activism 
centered on protest and other disruptive acts (Astin, Astin, Bayer, & Bisconti, 1975; Rhoads, 
1998; Barnhardt, 2015). Higher education scholars’ research on activism has typically examined 
historical trends or strategies of protest (Astin et al., 1975; Broadhurst, 2014; Kimball, Moore, 
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Vaccaro, Troiano, & Newman, 2016; Linder, Myers, Riggle, & Lacy, 2016; Rhoads, 1998; 
Rhoads, 2016), college students’ active participation in protests and other forms of campus 
unrest (Astin et al., 1975; Barnhardt, 2014; 2015; Biddix, 2014; Biddix, Somers, & Polman, 
2009; Rhoads, 1998), characteristics of students who engage in activism (Astin et al., 1975; 
Hope, Keels, & Durkee, 2016; Muñoz, 2015; Linder & Rodriguez, 2012; Pasque & Vargas, 
2014; Rhoads, 1998; Warnock & Hurst, 2016), student outcomes from participating in activism 
(Astin et al., 1975; Hamrick 1998; Harrison & Mather, 2017; Rhoads, 1998), student use of 
technology in activism (Biddix, 2010; Cabrera et al., 2017), how faculty, staff, and 
administrators might support or respond to activism (Astin et al., 1975; Harrison & Mather, 
2017; Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016; Kezar, 2010; Linder et al., 2016), and identifying campus 
characteristics that support or stifle student action (Baker & Blissett, 2018; Barnhardt, 2015; 
Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016; Martin, 2014). Much of the research on student activism also centers 
around issue-specific activism in areas of justice, inequality, or diversity (Cabrera et al., 2017; 
Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016; Hope et al., 2016; Muñoz, 2015; Linder & Rodriguez, 2012; Rhoads, 
2016). Previous research has also suggested participating in protest serves as a pathway for 
students to learn about democratic processes and engage actively in citizenship roles (Astin et al., 
1975; Colby et al., 2003; Hamrick, 1998; Harrison & Mather, 2017; Kezar, 2010; Rhoads, 1998).  
Some higher education scholarship has advocated for framing activism broadly (Kezar, 2010; 
Kimball et al., 2016); however, this is not the norm. And in the higher education scholarship on 
activism, few scholars take a developmental approach. For those that do, less attention has been 
given to how higher education helps students develop an enduring orientation to engage in 
generalized understandings of activism (i.e., collective, social-political engagement). 
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Purpose 
My dissertation aims to investigate how higher education supports or diminishes the civic 
learning students need to participate in democracy. Civic learning in this study is operationalized 
as the orientation to engage in activism. My dissertation is written in a three-manuscript format, 
with each manuscript aligning with a specific aim of the study. The first aim is to examine the 
measurement properties of scales employed in the study, paying specific attention to potential 
differences by gender, race, and class year, and considering how these differences may affect 
findings and conclusions.  The second aim is to enumerate the campus opportunities that shape 
students’ perceptions and predict campus climate that encourages civic learning and engagement. 
These first two aims build toward the third, and primary, aim of this dissertation: to identify how 
college students’ background, engagement, and perceptions are related to students’ development 
of an orientation towards activism and dissent.  
Background for Study 
 Understanding how higher education may better support democracy requires an 
examination of what good citizens “do” and what educating for democracy looks like.  American 
political scientists typically use one of three common approaches to conceptualize democratic 
citizenship. These approaches are liberal, civic republican, and critical theories of citizenship 
(Jones, 2017).  
Closely corresponding to each theoretical approach is a framework for democratic 
education, these approaches advocate for either personally-responsible citizens, participatory 
citizens, or justice-oriented citizens (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). The three conceptualizations 
of citizenship highlight important differences in the way(s) educators conceive of democratic 
education and represent different ideas that resonate with educational practitioners. Although 
these three forms of education are treated as distinct, educational programs and practices may 
 6 
attempt to overlap - furthering outcomes from multiple conceptualizations of citizenship and 
democratic education (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). At the same time, drawing attention to the 
distinctions and articulating clear visions for democratic education is important.  
It should be acknowledged that citizenship consists of legal (e.g., rights as stated by the 
law), procedural (e.g., equitable application of the laws to all citizens), and normative (e.g., 
participating in the political process) dimensions (Jones, 2017). This study is primarily 
concerned with the normative dimensions of citizenship. Additionally, any research on civic or 
democratic education “will rest on at least an implicit theory of citizenship because one cannot 
legitimately identify civic outcomes in the absence of such a theory” (Jones, 2017, p. 94). 
Therefore, research on education for democracy should be designed with a clear theoretical 
conceptualization of citizenship and democratic education in mind (Jones, 2017; Westheimer & 
Kahne, 2004).  
What is Meant by Citizenship? 
 Before discussing the theories of citizenship mentioned above, I want to establish what is 
meant by “citizenship.” As previously discussed, citizenship consists of legal, procedural, and 
normative dimensions. In addition to multiple dimensions there are also multiple interpretations 
of citizenship (Allen, 2004; Smith, Lister, Middleton, & Cox, 2005). I believe it is important to 
clarify my use of the term and place it in historical context. I do not mean citizenship as a 
person’s legal status – though certainly the avenues for participation as a citizen (e.g., the right to 
vote) may be influenced by legal status. In this study, the word citizenship is conceptualized 
broadly, ranging from passive acts like abiding by the law and being courteous to others, to the 
proactive like helping the community and supporting the vulnerable - offering many avenues for 
participation in society (Smith et al., 2005; Thorson, 2012). Included in this broad conception of 
citizenship is activism and other collective approaches to action (Corning & Myers, 2002; 
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Thorson, 2012). Lacking the full legal status of citizen (e.g., undocumented persons, permanent 
residents, minors) does not preclude a person from citizenship, though it may alter the number of 
pathways available for that individual to enact citizenship. This broad framing of citizenship 
suggests many, if not all, people have the ability to engage in some form of citizenship.  
A broad understanding of citizenship has not always been the norm in the United States 
(Allen, 2004). Schudson (1998) outlined four epochs of citizenship in America. The opening 
period was identified by “politics of assent” (p. 5). During this period (1690s – 1850s) White 
male property owners (or at least White male taxpayers) participated in the self-governance as a 
communal ritual of gentlemen. This gave way to a “new mass democracy” (p. 5). This period 
(1850s – 1920) opened participation to all white males and is marked by the politics of 
participation (i.e., fierce loyalty to political factions) rather than assent. The third period, the 
progressive era, opened participation to White women and extended from 1920 to the 1960s. 
This period is notable for its ideal of informed citizenship, attempting to limit the power of 
political parties and elevate private, rational citizenship (while simultaneously excluding some 
groups from participating). The fourth era, which Schudson called rights-based citizenship, 
began in the 1960s. Its beginning is marked by (a) the 24th amendment (1964) eliminating the 
poll tax, (b) the Voting Rights Act (1965) prohibiting racial discrimination in voting, and (c) the 
26th amendment (1971) lowering the voting age from 21 to 18.  
The events of the 1950’s and 1960’s brought about a modern era of citizenship (Allen, 
2004; Schudson, 1998). During this period, who could participate in aspects of citizenship grew 
dramatically, and for the first time there became a broad expectation that “everybody owns 
public life” (Schudson, 1998, p. 239). Allen describes this shift as moving from an ideal of 
oneness, which cultivated citizens with a desire for homogeneity, to an ideal of wholeness, which 
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aspires to “the coherence and integrity of a consolidated but complex, intricate, and 
differentiated body” (p. 17). Additionally, this period is marked by citizenship moving from the 
purely political realm to include social and cultural realms (Schudson, 1998; Allen, 2004). Civic 
participation has moved far beyond the ballot box and now takes place everywhere. In the 
current epoch, people exercise citizenship across public and private life. According to Schudson, 
this is true for everyone but especially true for historically marginalized groups. 
Women and minorities self-consciously do politics just by turning up, so long as they 
turn up in positions of authority and responsibility in institutions where women and 
minorities were once rarely seen. They do politics when they walk into a room, anyone’s 
moral equals, and expect to be treated accordingly. The gay and lesbian couples in 
Hawaii in 1991 or in Vermont in 1997 are political when they try to be legally 
married…Others do politics when they wear a “Thank You For Not Smoking” button or 
when they teach their children to read nutritional labeling at the supermarket (p. 299).  
When discussing citizens and citizenship, I work in this modern paradigm – the idea that all 
people in a society have the right shape public life. Having established what is meant by 
citizenship and providing historical context, I now return to an examination of theories of 
citizenship and democratic education.  
Liberal Theories and Personally-Responsible Citizens  
Liberal theories of citizenship, often attributed to John Rawls as their modern progenitor, 
focus exclusively on legal and procedural aspects of citizenship. Rawls gives priority to the 
individual, considering justice and social responsibility to be rights-based rather than focusing on 
the greater social good (Jones, 2017). One of the most common Rawlsian ideas is the veil of 
ignorance – a thought experiment in which individuals must design a governing system to 
maximize individual well-being without knowing their position or advantages relative to others. 
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Rather than examine Rawls’ philosophy in greater depth, Jones (2017) builds on it to suggest 
desirable civic outcomes for citizens. In the liberal tradition, good citizens (1) understand the 
importance of fundamental rights and are committed to equal application of those rights, (2) 
recognize that inequalities are a feature of society but also seek to address them, (3) are 
committed to the principle of equal opportunity, and (4) understand that equality of opportunity 
based on merit fails to recognize original social positions and is inherently unjust – a concept tied 
to Rawls’ veil of ignorance.  
Education for personally-responsible citizens corresponds closely to liberal theories of 
citizenship and holds that citizens must act responsibly in their community, work and pay taxes, 
and obey laws. These citizens exhibit individual traits such as character, honesty, integrity, and 
loyalty (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). According to a study by Westheimer and Kahne (2004), 
civic educators most often pursue this form of democratic education.  
Civic Republican Theories and Participatory Citizens 
 Civic republicanism emerged from several scholars’ critiques of the liberal position. The 
first critique is concerned with the importance of individual rights – liberal theorists 
conceptualize individual rights as existing separately from social forces which may affect 
members of different social groups. Civic republicans believe rights are social constructs which 
emerge over time according to traditions that vary by cultures and subcultures (Jones, 2017). 
Civic republicans suggest that by placing an ontological priority on the individual, liberal 
theorists treat humans as disaggregated beings, creating an image of individuals unconnected to 
multiple social settings (e.g., family, school, community). Further, civic republicans suggest that 
if individuals are viewed as autonomous and independent, they have no duties towards others 
beyond respecting their rights. Civic republicans offer an alternative conceptualization of 
citizenship, suggesting social institutions should reinforce shared norms and values within and 
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between social groups; citizens have and should understand their social responsibilities as well as 
their rights; and citizens should also understand the historical narratives that lay some foundation 
for a common civic identity (Jones, 2017). Therefore, civic republicans believe good citizens (1) 
understand both their rights and responsibilities, (2) understand their rights and responsibilities 
through the lens of belonging to multiple social groups, and (3) are capable of recognizing and 
contributing to a shared public good. 
A participatory view of citizenship (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004), similar to civic 
republican theories of citizenship, values individuals who engage in civic affairs, emphasizing 
collective, community-based efforts. These citizens are active members of community 
organizations, organize community efforts, know how government works, and know strategies 
for accomplishing collective tasks (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Beyond just doing their part, 
participatory citizens actively participate and take leadership positions to make a difference.  
Critical Theories and Justice-Oriented Citizens 
 The third group of theorists is critical theorists. Although civic republicans emphasize 
group membership over individual autonomy, they often focus on ideological or geographic 
group membership (Jones, 2017). Critical theorists see all grouping mechanisms as socially 
constructed, reflecting the dominant interests within the larger society. Many critical theorists 
question if it is even possible to develop an approach to civic education that accounts for the 
diversity of histories, traditions, and socio-political values that make up the United States (Jones, 
2017). They contend that common ideals of citizenship have often tended to emphasize a 
homogeneity of individuals at the expense of individuals with minoritized identities. To counter 
this, some critical theorists have called for group-level political representation and special rights 
that account for group differences. For many critical theorists, civic education involves learning 
the skills and attitudes necessary for involvement within and across multiple group contexts – 
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and for individuals belonging to groups with a history of exclusion this might include some kind 
of empowerment training (Jones, 2017).  For critical theorists, good citizens (1) seek to identify 
how policies benefit some groups over others, (2) understand histories of oppression and 
resistance of groups to which they do not belong, build coalitions of solidarity from their 
struggles, and (3) have the competencies to challenge dimensions of power – including strategies 
of awareness building, liberatory education, overcoming internalized oppression, and developing 
indigenous or popular knowledge.  
A critical view of citizenship aligns closely with justice-oriented citizenship, which 
values individuals who analyze and understand the social, economic, and political forces in 
society. Justice-oriented citizens emphasize social change by addressing social issues and calling 
explicit attention to injustices (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). The justice-oriented citizen shares 
with participatory citizens an emphasis on collective work. They differ because justice-oriented 
citizens focus on social analysis and structural critique (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004).  
Situating My Study 
These three frameworks for citizenship and educating for democracy have multiple 
emphases. The focus on individuals versus groups is most striking. Liberal theorists focus almost 
exclusively on individuals and their rights. Civic republicans focus on balancing the rights of 
individuals with the realities and responsibilities of group membership. Critical theorists focus 
on the importance of groups over individuals, often centering the power of social identity and 
how majority groups may enact their power to oppress the members of other groups.  
Westheimer and Kahne (2004) offer a critique of personally-responsible citizens noting 
that, “certainly honesty, integrity, and responsibility for one’s actions are valuable character 
traits” (p. 5) and necessary for democracies to function. But ultimately, they advocate that more 
is required of citizens in a democracy, suggesting these same character traits would be desirable 
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attributes of citizens in totalitarian regimes and democratic governments. Therefore, Westheimer 
and Kahne (2004) advocate education for participatory and justice-oriented forms of citizenship. 
Both orientations are supportive of democracy embracing ideals of collective action, but they are 
not the same. In fact, many social movements require both kinds of citizens (Westheimer & 
Kahne, 2004). Educating for both participatory and justice-oriented citizenship simultaneously is 
difficult. Westheimer and Kahn’s (2004) research on citizenship education found that programs 
designed to educate for participatory citizenship do not necessarily develop students’ ability to 
analyze and critique the cause of social problems, and programs designed to educate for justice-
oriented citizenship do not necessarily foster civic participation. Therefore, Westheimer and 
Kahne recommend moving beyond personally-responsible citizenship and situating any study of 
civic learning in either a participatory or justice-oriented framework. 
This study emphasizes civic participation and the existence of social responsibilities - 
suggesting that social institutions, such as educational institutions, play a role in reinforcing 
these responsibilities. The study also balances individual rights with considerations related to 
group membership. Consistent with civic republicans, I believe that in a democracy, citizens 
from many different viewpoints should have the opportunity to express their dissent and that 
teaching individuals how to engage in this dissent, is one responsibility of educational 
institutions. Grounding my study in a civic republican framework aligns most closely with 
Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) participatory citizen conceptualization of democratic education. 
Participatory citizenship education recognizes ideals of pluralism, acknowledging citizens with 
competing interests must work and live together in shared communities (Inazu, 2016; 
Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Consistent with civic republicanism and emphasizing ideals of 
pluralism, this study values activism on multiple sides of a contentious social issue. This 
 13 
conceptualization is also consistent with a definition of activism as engagement in “various 
collective, social-political, problem-solving behaviors spanning a range from low-risk, passive, 
and institutionalized acts to high-risk, active, and unconventional behaviors” (p. 704, Corning & 
Myers, 2002).  
This study examines education from a civic republican perspective and advocates 
education for participatory citizenship; however, I do not discount the utility of a critical 
framework of citizenship and the importance of developing justice-oriented citizens. Taking a 
civic republican perspective should not be interpreted as advocacy for a moral relativism where 
every view is equally valid. To function effectively and be more equitable, democracies need 
more than personally-responsible citizens. They require both participatory and justice-oriented 
citizens, or better yet, citizens who can operate dually. Yet in practice, Westheimer and Kahne 
(2004) found that educational programs rarely operate dually. Therefore, because limited 
research exists demonstrating the efficacy of simultaneous preparation of participatory and 
justice-oriented citizens, this study is framed through a single lens (of civic republicanism) and 
utilizes a participatory citizenship framework. 
Civic Learning as Development 
It is important to explain what is meant by learning in studying how higher education 
supports or diminishes the civic learning necessary to participate in democracy.  I frame learning 
as a form of development (Reason & Renn, 2008). In the following section I define development, 
explore activism through the lens of development, consider how development occurs, outline 
ecological theories of development, discuss how ecological theories apply to a study of higher 
education, and examine the role of the campus climate as the context of development.   
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What is Development? 
Student development is a term used extensively in the practice of student affairs and in 
the study of college students. However, on occasion, this term may be all encompassing and have 
little direct application due to a nonspecific meaning (Patton, Renn, Guido, & Quaye, 2016). If 
the meaning of development is underspecified, research on student development may lack utility. 
Research on college student development is important because it enables higher education 
professionals to identify and address student needs through programs, pedagogies, policies, and 
supportive environments (Patton et al., 2016). 
Therefore, establishing what is meant by the term development deserves some attention. 
Broadly, human development is change that occurs over time, in multiple domains, has a 
direction, and is typically represented by increasing organization or complexity of structure 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1992/2005; Newman & Newman, 2007; Patton et al., 2016). For this study, 
development is defined as 
the process through which the growing person acquires a more extended, differentiated, 
and valid conception of the ecological environment, and becomes motivated and able to 
engage in activities that reveal the properties of, sustain, or restructure that environment 
at levels of similar or greater complexity in form and content. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 
27) 
According to Bronfenbrenner, this definition is notable for three characteristics: (1) it implies a 
change over time that has some continuity; (2) this change takes place concurrently in perception 
and action; and (3) these changes occur across multiple levels of the environment. After 
establishing what the concept of development is, two questions follow, “How are activism and 
development connected?” and “How can development be operationalized and assessed?”  
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Conceptualizing Activism Through a Developmental Lens 
Civic learning is a developmental process (Corning & Myers, 2002; Johnson, 2017; 
Knefelkamp, 2008; Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997), and activism is a sub-category of civic 
learning. Therefore, it is important to consider activism through a developmental lens. This 
section proposes that activism occurs from positioning along a developmental construct, 
differentiates the structure of activism from the content of activism, and discusses benefits of this 
approach for the study of college students.  
 Activism occurs from positioning along a developmental construct – suggesting that 
propensity to engage in activism is enduring, though the specific activist behaviors and strategies 
for activism may change over time (Corning & Myers, 2002; Hart & Gullan, 2010; McAdam, 
1989). This idea is reflected in other research on civic development, which suggests civic 
participation demonstrates increasing complexity and temporal continuity across the life span 
(Johnson, 2017; Knefelkamp, 2008; Youniss et al., 1997). Activism is defined broadly in this 
study, applying across activist issues and political/partisan ideologies: “various collective, social-
political, problem-solving behaviors spanning a range from low-risk, passive, and 
institutionalized acts to high-risk, active, and unconventional behaviors” (p. 704, Corning & 
Myers, 2002). However, most of the research on activism takes an issue-specific perspective 
(e.g., Hope et al., 2016; Linder et al., 2016; Pasque & Vargas, 2014; Warnock & Hurst, 2016). A 
generalizable definition lies in tension with issue-specific inquiry. A generalizable definition 
may be used across studies; whereas the knowledge gained from issue-specific definition may 
have limited transferability.  
The tension between a generalizable definition and issue-specific investigations can be 
best understood using a common lens for developmental theorists - differentiating structure 
versus content. Considering structure versus content has foundational roots in the work of Jean 
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Piaget and has been employed by other prominent developmental theorists (e.g., Perry, Belenky, 
Kegan, Fowler, Kohlberg, Rest, Gilligan) across a range of topics (Patton et al., 2016). Concepts 
of content consider the specific beliefs or views a person holds (Patton et al., 2016). Whereas, 
structure examines peoples’ assumptions, ways of thinking about, and making sense of 
information and beliefs (Patton et al., 2016; Perry, 1999). It is possible for individuals to possess 
vastly different views of information while possessing similar structures for interpreting and 
taking action on that same information (Patton et al., 2016). Differentiating the structure of 
development is valuable to better understand student’s development. Inter-individual differences 
in life experience (e.g., personal experiences with discrimination, membership in social groups 
targeted by oppression, perceived injustices based on individual or group characteristics, access 
to party-based or issue-based social movement originations) influence both the content of 
activists’ value-judgement and the complexity of their developmental structures (Duncan, 2012).  
Differentiating structure versus content has important implications for research on college 
student activism, and examining activism from a position that considers developmental structure 
has a few key benefits. First, a focus on structure allows for generalizability between groups of 
students as pertinent social issues change. The structures of activism for students concerned with 
LGBT rights are not wholly different from the structures of students concerned with climate 
change or free expression of religion. Second, this approach allows for comparisons of activism 
between groups of students who may hold different value-judgements on the same contested 
social issues (e.g., gun control and gun rights activists; pro-life and pro-choice activists). 
Students may have different beliefs about a social issue, yet their structures for interpreting 
information and strategies for activism may not be dissimilar. Third, a generalized approach 
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concerned with the structure of activism is most consistent with the participatory view of 
citizenship employed by this study.  
Considering activism using a developmental lens, which differentiates between structure 
and content may be abstract, but it is not context free. The environment around the developing 
person is still influential in shaping both students’ structure and content. This study, however, is 
primarily concerned with developmental structure as it relates to activism.  
Development and the Environment 
Kurt Lewin (1936) believed the environment was not physical but rather psychological, 
proposing that behavior (B) is a function of the interaction between the person (P) and the 
environment (E), expressed as B = f (PE). Bronfenbrenner (1977/2005; 1979; 1992/2005), 
building from Lewin, suggested development (D) is also the product of the interaction between 
person and environment. To understand the function of development, it is important to establish 
what an outcome of development may be (represented by the left side of Lewin’s equation). A 
broad array of variables and conceptualizations have been used to represent development 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1988/2005; Patton et al., 2016). Bronfenbrenner (1988/2005) suggested 
developmental outcomes are represented by (1) patterns of mental organization and change that 
are characteristic of an individual, (2) cannot be measured directly but must be inferred by how a 
person subjective experiences and objectively deals with the world, (3) should have levels of 
continuity or stability despite representing patterns of change, (4) must be predictable based on 
conditions in which this change occurs, and (5) must address subjective experience and objective 
behavior.  
Bronfenbrenner proposed a model to investigate development from an ecological lens. 
The Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) model will be the overarching theoretical framework 
to inform my study (Note: While concepts from ecological development and the PPCT serve as 
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an overarching theoretical model for this dissertation, the PPCT is only directly applied in 
Chapter 4). The development (i.e., process) of an activist orientation is theorized to take place 
through reciprocal interaction between college students (i.e., person) and their proximal 
environments (i.e., context), such as other people, objects, and symbols, over time 
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Bronfenbrenner, 1992/2005).  
Context, the most widely known concept from ecological theory, consists of overlapping 
and interacting layers of the environment. Bronfenbrenner identified four distinct contexts. 
Microsystems are the most proximal to the developing person and are the “pattern of activities, 
roles, and interpersonal relations experienced by the developing person” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 
p. 22). Examples of microsystems in higher education include peer groups, academic classes, 
student organizations and student engagement (Renn & Arnold, 2003). The mesosystem is a 
structure of microsystems and “comprises the interrelations among two or more settings in which 
the developing person actively participates” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 25). The exosystem does 
not involve the person as an active participant, but events that occur in the exosystem shape 
microsystems and the mesosystem. The macrosystem is a higher order system and consists of 
overarching patterns between the three lower-order systems. According to Bronfenbrenner 
(1992/2005) a distinct feature of the macrosystem is that the patterns are passed from one 
generation to the next by various institutions (e.g., family, school, religion, government). These 
contexts are all embedded in a larger system – time or the chronosystem. Bronfenbrenner 
suggested time is a methodological concept that differentiates it from other environmental 
systems, which are theoretical (Bronfenbrenner, 1992/2005), and in research design, the concept 
of time may take on a number of roles. In higher education research, time may be conceptualized 
in multiple ways (e.g., hours per week or class year).  
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Ecological Context and Campus Climates 
 In scholarly research, the influence of context is perhaps the most widely used aspect of 
Bronfenbrenner’s theories. Central to my study’s examination of context is the idea of campus 
climate. An individual’s context consists of multiple, interacting environmental layers. Campus 
climate is operationalized as “a measure of people’s attitudes about, perceptions of, and 
experiences within a specified environment” (Ryder & Mitchell, 2013, p. 34). I believe this 
operationalization of campus climates are conceptually similar to the Bronfenbrenner’s 
mesosystem, which aggregates and considers the interactions of several microsystems.  
Campus climates are an influential, malleable aspect of the organizational environment 
that may be leveraged for student learning (Peterson & Spencer, 1990). Peterson and colleagues 
(1986) emphasize that many climates coexist within an organizational environment noting, “To 
refer to a climate per se, without attaching a referent to it, is meaningless. Climate is not an "it," 
but a set of "its" each with its own particular referent” (p. 21), and that utilizing climates for 
research requires that a specific type of climates be assessed. For the purposes of this project, 
contributing to a larger community will serve as the referent attached to climate. This referent 
comes from the Core Commitments Initiative of the Association of American Colleges and 
Universities and was assessed using the Personal and Social Responsibility Inventory – a campus 
climate measure (Musil, 2013; Ryder & Mitchell, 2013). 
The National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement (2012) 
recommended that college campuses adopt a campus-wide ethos supportive of the civic mission 
of higher education, advocating for a wide array of campus stakeholders (faculty, administrators, 
student affairs and other support staff) to share this responsibility. The idea of a campus-wide 
ethos is analogous to campus climate - which has been linked to learning broadly and civic 
learning specifically. Kezar and Maxey (2014) found a connection between various aspects of 
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the campus environment and student learning related to activism. The climate for contributing to 
a larger community has also been linked to the development of skills and motivation to change 
society for the better (Barnhardt, Sheets, & Pasquesi, 2015). My dissertation expands on these 
findings in a new way, linking the climate for contributing to a larger community to students’ 
activist orientation. 
Decision to Study Citizenship and Activism 
 My decision to study civic participation, citizenship, and activism is tied to my own lived 
and educational experiences. When I began my doctoral journey, I had a clear understanding that 
this was the direction my dissertation would take. However, I am not confident I realized the 
important developmental forces and experiences in my own life that led me to this area of study. 
Self-reflection has revealed that civic engagement and ideals have been omnipresent in my life.  
 As a child I have memories of being woken up by my dad, early in the morning before 
sunrise, and being put in the car. We then rode around town for an indeterminate amount of time 
to seemingly unrelated locations without clear purpose. As I got older, I learned this perceived 
inconvenience happened on election days. We were driving to polling places so my dad could 
place political yard signs outside of voting locations. And while we were driving around, he was 
also introducing me to the idea of civic participation. It is not surprising that my introduction to 
civic participation came from my family. Scholarly literature consistently finds family (or 
occasionally religion) is an initial catalyst for civic development (Duncan, 2012; Johnson, 2017).  
 Throughout adolescence my civic development continued. I was an active member of 
Boy Scouts, earning the rank of Eagle Scout. As a high school senior, I mentored kids at the 
local elementary and middle school. If there is a single moment from adolescence that 
foreshadowed this dissertation, it happened my first year of high school. For my English class 
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end-of-year project, I investigated political rhetoric and voter participation, even going door-to-
door registering people to vote.  
 College only deepened my connection to and curiosity about civic ideals. One of the 
deciding factors in my decision to attend the University of Maryland was an invitation to a two-
year living and learning program named CIVICUS. CIVICUS is a curricular and co-curricular 
academic citation program focused on five pillars: citizenship, leadership, community service 
learning, community building in a diverse society, and scholarship. In CIVICUS I built a strong 
social network of civically-minded peers, who often shared different political viewpoints and 
ideologies. This program, paired with my undergraduate major of government and politics, 
solidified the idea that I wanted to work to make a difference in my communities.  
 If my undergraduate experience solidified this idea, my experiences between college and 
enrolling in my doctoral program helped me identify my path. After graduating I served as an 
AmeriCorps VISTA at The University of Tampa. In my role, I planned advocacy and service 
events around the social issue of homelessness in Hillsborough county. I supervised the 
university’s student volunteer center, served on the campus’ Service-Learning Committee, and 
was a staff advisor for an Alternative Break service-trip to Zion National Park. My time at The 
University of Tampa helped me to see higher education’s potential as an incubator for citizenship 
and inspired me to pursue a Master’s degree in Higher Education at Florida State University. 
 My experiences at Florida State introduced me to scholarly pursuit while improving my 
capacity as a higher education professional. As a master’s student I worked in The Center for 
Leadership and Social Change with community engagement programs. I was surrounded by 
talented, brilliant, thoughtful people who challenged and supported me, deepening my 
commitment to civic questions, helping me to see the transformative power of civic experiences 
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in college, and teaching me to be a civic educator. It is my experiences working at The Center for 
Leadership and Social Change that convinced me to pursue a Ph.D.  
 My time at Iowa State has been less influential in shaping my area of inquiry. Of course, 
during my time at Iowa State I did develop the question(s) for this study, and importantly, I have 
grown in other ways. Iowa State has taught me how to write better, read more critically, ask 
research questions, design research studies, collect data, and work to develop new knowledge. It 
has been an invaluable time of growth and learning. Yet, it is not what led me to investigate these 
questions; rather my doctoral degree has given me the tools to act on my curiosity around civic 
development. This dissertation emerges as an artifact at the intersection of my life-long 
developed curiosity towards civic development and the skills and knowledge I have gained 
during my time in Ames.  
Research Questions 
This study successively builds across three manuscripts to answer a larger question: How 
may college help students develop the capacity to engage in dissent in the American democracy? 
The first manuscript considers questions of statistical measurement, examining the climates for 
Contributing to a Larger Community and questions of measurement invariance by race, gender, 
and class year. The second manuscript examines what college student behaviors and engagement 
shape individual perceptions of the Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community. The third 
manuscript seeks to understand the characteristics, experiences, and environments that result in 
higher levels of college student civic learning, operationalized using the Activism Orientation 
Scale. Three specific research prompts guide this study: 
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Research Prompt 1 
Using the Personal and Social Responsibility Inventory (PSRI), what is the psychometric 
structure for assessing the campus climate for Contributing to a Larger Community? Does this 
measurement hold across social identities?  
Research Prompt 2 
 What collegiate curricular and co-curricular engagement relate to students’ perceptions of the 
Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community?  
Research Prompt 3 
How do college students’ background, collegiate engagement, and perceptions of the campus 
climate relate to the development of an activist orientation? 
Outline of Dissertation 
This dissertation contains five chapters.  Chapter 1 provided an introduction to the 
concepts included in this dissertation which include activism as a desirable civic outcome for 
college students and campus climate.  Chapter 2 reflects the first research prompt.  This chapter 
explores the measurement properties of the climates for Contributing to a Larger Community, 
paying special attention to potential differences along gender, race, and class year.  Chapter three 
is the second of the three prompts.  This chapter focuses on factors related to student perceptions 
of climate.  Chapter 4 is a third manuscript.  This chapter focuses on the relationship between 
student experiences, perceptions of campus climate, and the development of an orientation to 
engage in activism.  Chapter 5 is the conclusion, providing an overview of the entire dissertation 
project and synthesizing the findings between studies in an attempt to answer the question, “How 
may college help students develop the capacity to engage in dissent in the American 
democracy?” 
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Abstract 
Higher education conducts much of its research using survey data. Research and assessment on 
civic learning and campus climate also commonly rely on survey data. Establishing valid survey 
measures is important and examining their measurement properties is worthy of study. This 
study examines the psychometric structure for assessing the campus climates for Contributing to 
a Larger Community. Data collected from almost 10,000 students at 22 four-year institutions and 
the Personal and Social Responsibility Inventory (PSRI) are used. Four latent factors are 
hypothesized within Contributing to a Larger Community dimension of the PSRI: (1) General 
Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community, (2) Climate for Advocacy to Contribute to a 
Larger Community, (3) Development of Contributing to a Larger Community, and (4) Taking 
Action to Contribute to a Larger Community.  The hypothesized four-factor structure was 
confirmed using confirmatory factor analysis. Configural, weak, and strong invariance tests 
examine measurement on the basis of gender, race, and class year. Findings suggest invariance 
across gender, race, and class year. Confirmation of structure and invariance indicated this 
dimension of the PSRI has valid measurement. Therefore, different scores are known represent 
actual differences between survey respondents, allowing greater confidence in both research and 
assessment using this dimension of the PSRI.  
 31 
Introduction 
In 2005, as part of its ninetieth anniversary, the Association of American Colleges and 
Universities ([AAC&U], 2007) announced an initiative outlining essential aims, learning 
outcomes, and guiding principles of higher education. Among these aims were four learning 
outcomes: knowledge of human cultures and the physical and natural world, intellectual and 
practical skills, personal and social responsibility, and integrative learning (AAC&U, 2007). 
Personal and social responsibility included civic knowledge and engagement, intercultural 
knowledge and competence, ethical reasoning and action, and skills for lifelong learning 
(AAC&U, 2007; Musil, 2013). Musil (2013) suggested that despite being identified as an 
essential outcome, personal and social responsibility is often marginalized relative to others. 
To raise the profile of personal and social responsibility, the AAC&U launched Core 
Commitments: Educating for Personal and Social Responsibility. The Core Commitments 
initiative identified five distinct but related dimensions for personal and social responsibility: 
Striving for Excellence, Cultivating Personal and Academic Integrity, Contributing to a Larger 
Community, Taking Seriously the Perspectives of Others, Developing Competence in Ethical 
and Moral Reasoning (Musil, 2013). The Core Commitments initiative argued: (1) institutions of 
higher education have an obligation to teach personal and social responsibility, (2) the 
dimensions of personal and social responsibility should pervade institutions’ cultures, (3) that 
student learning in these dimensions is collectively the responsibility of all individuals and units 
at the institution, and (4) that student development in these dimensions should build cumulatively 
and be assessed throughout college (Musil, 2013).  
In 2012, building from the Core Commitments initiative, the National Task Force on 
Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement, in partnership with the U.S. Department of 
Education and Global Perspective Institute, published a report entitled A Crucible Moment: 
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College Learning and Democracy’s Future. The goal of this report was to make 
recommendations through which college students’ civic learning and democratic engagement 
could be more strongly supported as an educational priority. In response to, “What would a 
civic-minded campus look like?” multiple answers were given. Central to these answers was a 
call to refocus on civic learning as a national priority and create a pervasive civic culture in 
higher education. Indicators of a civic ethos included the infusion into the customs and everyday 
practices, structures, and interactions at a campus emphasizing the worth of each person and 
concern for well-being of others (National Task Force, 2012). These indicators are consistent 
with the public good purpose of higher education in the United States (Glass & O’Neill, 2012; 
Kezar, 2004; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011). Building from the National Task Force’s (2012) 
recommendations, this manuscript focuses on the Contributing to a Larger Community 
dimension of personal and social responsibility. Contributing to a Larger Community is defined 
as “recognizing and acting on one’s responsibility to the educational community and wider 
society, locally, nationally, and globally” (Musil, 2013, p. 7).  
Conceptual Framing 
 This manuscript is an empirical investigation of campus climates for Contributing to a 
Larger Community. Two bodies of literature provide the framing for this study. The first is an 
examination of survey use in higher education. The second is an overview of campus climates. 
 
Assessment and Research in Higher Education 
The use of survey data is one of the most common forms of assessment and research in 
higher education (Pike 2007; Wells, Kolek, Williams, & Saunders, 2015). Prominent multi-
institutional survey project examples are the CIRP Freshman Survey, College Senior Survey, 
National Survey of Student Engagement, Interfaith Diversity Experiences & Attitudes 
Longitudinal Survey, and the Global Perspective Inventory. These surveys are used to examine 
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student outcomes and evaluate educational programs and practices. Due to the wide-spread use 
of survey data for assessment and research, instrument quality is important. Good surveys 
conceptualize and operationalize theoretically-driven concepts of interest. This process often 
involves using observed indicators (i.e., survey items) to represent latent constructs. Latent 
constructs are not directly observable. They are assessed using multiple, interrelated observed 
indicators to estimate a true score (DeVellis, 2016).  
After constructs are developed, they should demonstrate stability across individuals who 
exhibit the same traits (i.e., if the items or measures show different scores it should reflect actual 
differences between respondents). Measurement invariance is the idea that measurement 
functions the same across individuals who are the same on a characteristic being measured 
(DeVellis, 2015; Millsap, 2011). Measurement invariance does not require that different groups 
have the same score on observed indicators. Rather, measurement invariance requires similar 
response patterns and relationships between different groups (Davidov, Meuleman, Cieciuch, 
Schmidt, & Billiet, 2014; Millsap, 2011). Questions of measurement invariance are central to 
this study. 
Campus Climates 
Surveys are often used to examine the cultures and climates within higher education. 
Culture and climate are useful tools for understanding organizational settings. Peterson and 
Spencer (1990) suggested 
culture and climate provide members with and reflect their understanding of the purpose 
or meaning of their organization and their work. They provide a mechanism for 
attracting, selecting, and socializing new members. Often culture and climate provide a 
sense of organizational identity for members by providing them with a sense of what is 
unique or distinctive about their organization. (p. 4) 
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Culture and climate are the internal environment of an organization. Differentiating these two 
concepts acknowledges that the terms are interconnected, allowing for a more complete 
understanding of organizations (Mitchell & Ryder, 2013; Peterson & Spencer, 1990; Rankin & 
Reason, 2008).  
Culture is “the deeply embedded patterns of organizational behavior and the shared 
values, assumptions, beliefs, or ideology that members have about their organization or its work” 
(Peterson & Spencer, 1990, p. 6). Culture is entrenched and enduring. Culture change occurs 
through slow, intensive, and long-term efforts (Peterson & Spencer, 1990). Climate is the 
“current common patterns of important dimensions of organizational life or its members’ 
perceptions of and attitudes toward those dimensions” (Peterson & Spencer, 1990, p. 7). Climate 
and culture are commonly confounded (Hart & Fellabaum, 2008; Ryder & Mitchell, 2013). 
Climate is more concerned with current perceptions and attitudes rather than deeply held values 
(Peterson, Cameron, Jones, Mets, & Ettington, 1986; Ryder & Mitchell, 2013). Climate is 
grounded in students’ individual perceptions of their campus context (Peterson et al., 1986; 
Peterson & Spencer, 1990) and occurs at two levels. The first level represents psychological 
climates and is the meaning individuals attach to a specific context; whereas the second level is 
the organizational context and is the aggregated/averaged meanings that people attach to a 
particular setting (Peterson et al., 1986; Peterson & Spencer, 1990). Questions of measurement 
invariance occur at the individual-level of climate, considering how individual people do or do 
not respond similarly to the same survey questions. 
On college campuses, climate studies often involve comparisons of climate between 
various student characteristics including gender and race/ethnicity (Hutchinson, Raymond, & 
Black, 2008). Hutchinson and co-authors (2008), talking about the validity of psychological and 
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behavioral dimensions of campus climate, suggested, “given the pervasive interest in comparing 
climate perceptions across student subgroups, it is also essential that the generalizability of the 
model be assessed across gender and ethnic groups” (p. 236). Without evidence of equal 
measurement across gender and racial/ethnic groups, interpretations of data may be flawed. For 
example, mean differences in perceptions of climate might represent measurement differences 
rather than actual differences in perception. Class year is another subgroup characteristic of 
students. It is common practice in higher education to examine student assessment by class year 
and comparing first-year students to seniors is particularly common (Dey & Associates, 2008; 
National Survey of Student Engagement, 2017; National Task Force, 2012). Therefore, 
evaluating response patterns of students who are new to an environment compared with students 
who have spent extended time immersed in the environment is important.  
When used strategically, climate is a tool for organizational change (Rankin & Reason, 
2008). Climate data is often collected from multiple campus stakeholders (e.g., students, faculty, 
and staff) and can be used to create intentional conversations around differences in perceptions 
(Glass & O’Neill, 2012; Ryder & Mitchell, 2013). Climate data can also inform decision making. 
O’Neill (2012) outlined multiple uses for climate surveys. She encouraged faculty and staff to be 
aware of opportunities to inform decision making and institutional policy based on findings and 
recommended utilizing climate surveys as a way to examine institutional goals and understand 
institutional progress on them.    
Literature Review of Survey Development and Measurement 
There are entire sub-disciplines of academic research concerned with survey development 
and measurement (DeVellis, 2016). I present a brief overview of key concepts around survey 
measurement (i.e., construct validity) to establish a shared context for this study. It is possible to 
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examine how well observed measures represent a latent construct by examining the properties of 
statistical measurement (Brown, 2015; DeVellis, 2016; Russell, 2002).  
Factor Analyses 
Survey measurement typically involves factor analyses. Factor analyses serve multiple 
purposes: determining how many latent variables underlie a set of items, condensing that set of 
items so that variation is measured by a smaller number of variables, defining the content of 
factors, and identifying specific items that are performing well or poorly (Brown, 2015; 
DeVellis, 2016; Russell, 2002). Factor analytic procedures are often sorted into two groups – 
exploratory and confirmatory. 
Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) is a data driven approach used to determine the nature 
and number of latent variables, factors, and subscales across a group of observed measures 
(Brown, 2015; Russell, 2002). EFA is used earlier in scale development and is based on the 
common factor model (Brown, 2015).  For a single (or unidimensional) latent factor eta, 
represented by 𝜂, the relationship between an indicator y and the latent factor may be expressed 
algebraically (Brown, 2015).  
𝑦𝑗 =  𝜆𝑗𝜂 + 𝜖𝑗 
The left side of this equation 𝑦𝑗 represents each observed indicator (i.e., survey item), which can 
be expanded to include any j number of observations (i.e., survey responses; Brown, 2015). The 
right side of this equation may be parsed into two parts, common and unique variance. Common 
variance is the variance which is shared between the observed indicator and the latent factor. The 
factor loading, lambda 𝜆, is the relationship between the indicator and the latent factor. The 
respondents true score on the latent factor is represented by eta 𝜂. The unique variance is the part 
of an individual’s response that is unrelated to the latent factor and is modeled by epsilon 𝜖.  
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In an EFA, when multiple observed indicators 𝑦𝑗 possess potential relationships to 
multiple latent variables 𝜂𝑚, this equation is expanded (Brown, 2015).  
𝑦𝑗 =  𝜆𝑗𝜂1 +  𝜆𝑗𝜂2+. . . + 𝜆𝑗𝜂𝑚 +  𝜖𝑗 
EFA is employed to estimate the relationships between items and potential latent factors. And as 
these relationships are uncovered, decisions are made as to which factor 𝜂 the observed indicator 
yj best approximates. EFA allows researchers to hypothesize the underlying factor structure of a 
set of survey items.  
The second factor analytic procedure is confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), which tests 
how well a hypothesized structure “fits” observed data (Brown, 2015; Kline, 2016; Russell, 
2002). CFA is fundamentally a theory-driven approach and is often used later in the process of 
scale development (Brown, 2015; Dimitrov, 2010). CFA may be used to test and confirm the 
ideas developed during an exploratory analysis (Brown, 2015; Russell, 2002). Originally EFA 
and CFA reflected the intent of the researcher(s); however, they are now commonly 
differentiated by the analytic approach employed (Brown, 2015; DeVellis, 2016). Current CFA 
techniques rely on structural equation modeling (SEM). SEM models offer unique benefits 
because of their flexibility and provide statistical criterion for evaluating how well real data fit a 
proposed model (Brown, 2015; Russell, 2002). CFA analytic approaches are valuable tools but, 
“the analyses are merely guides to the decision-making process and evidence in support of those 
decisions” (DeVellis, 2016, p. 198). Ultimately the researcher must make judgements and 
provide both theoretical and statistical evidence for these decisions (Brown, 2015; DeVellis, 
2016).   
Measurement Invariance 
As mentioned previously, strong survey items and scales should have broadly similar 
meaning to all respondents (Brown, 2015; Hutchinson et al., 2008; Millsap, 2011). This is called 
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measurement invariance. Despite the wide-use of surveys in higher education research, relatively 
little of this research published attends to the measurement invariance of these scales. 
Measurement invariance establishes that students are interpreting and answering survey 
questions similarly. The practical importance of invariance is confidence in data and findings.  
This is especially important when comparing students from different groups. In cases where 
invariance is established, differences in scores are known to reflect actual differences between 
respondents.   
The idea of measurement invariance is not new. Scholars in the 1930’s and 1940’s 
recognized this concern (Millsap & Meredith, 2007). However, because of the extensive 
calculations necessary to verify invariance, it was difficult to test these concerns prior to modern 
computers (Millsap & Meredith, 2007).  In modern analyses, there are three common approaches 
to testing invariance: multi-group confirmatory factor analysis (MGCFA), item response theory 
(IRT), and latent class analysis (LCA) (Davidov et al, 2014; Millsap, 2011). MGCFA is used in 
this manuscript to examine measurement invariance.   
Building off the common factor model discussed above, in MGCFA the observed score 
for each survey item can be modeled as a regression of the latent factor (Davidov et al., 2014) 
and is derived from the common factor model (Brown, 2015).  
𝑦𝑖
𝑔 = 𝜏𝑖
𝑔 +  𝜆𝑖
𝑔𝜂𝑚
𝑔 +  𝛿𝑖
𝑔
 
This equation suggests the observed score yi for members of a group g is a function of the 
intercept 𝜏 plus the product of the factor loading 𝜆 and the factor score 𝜂 plus the error term of 
the function 𝛿. The intercept 𝜏 is understood to be the observed score when the score on the 
latent factor 𝜂 is equal to zero. This equation provides a starting point to explain tests of 
measurement invariance using MGCFA. 
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 There are four types of invariance: configural invariance, weak (or metric) invariance, 
strong (or scalar) invariance, and strict invariance (Brown, 2015; Dimitrov, 2010; Davidov et al., 
2014; Millsap 2011). Configural invariance refers to the factor structure of the data and 
investigates the baseline model for each group. This test does not require any terms in the above 
equation to be held constant between groups; rather it requires the factor model to hold for each 
group separately (Dimitrov, 2010; Davidov et al., 2014). Weak invariance (i.e., metric 
equivalence) ensures that loadings across groups represent equivalent relationships between 
survey items and the latent construct. Mathematically this is explained by holding factor loadings 
𝜆 constant across groups (i.e., 𝜆𝑖
𝐴 =  𝜆𝑖
𝐵; for all 𝑖 = 1, 2, … 𝑛) while allowing other terms to vary. 
Strong invariance (i.e., scalar equivalence) ensures that loadings and scores across groups 
represent equivalent relationships. In practice, strong invariance means members from different 
groups with the same true score will have the same score in the observed indicator. 
Mathematically, this is explained by holding both 𝜆 and 𝜏 constant across groups. Finally, strict 
invariance requires loadings, intercepts, and error terms to be equivalent. Mathematically this is 
done by holding the error or residual variance 𝛿 equal (Davidov et al., 2014).   
Present Study and Research Questions 
 One goal of higher education is to develop responsible citizens, and a potential pathway 
is through designing campus environments that support civic learning and development. Two 
questions guide this study. The first is, “Using the Personal and Social Responsibility Inventory 
(PSRI), what is the psychometric structure for assessing the campus climate for contributing to a 
larger community?” The second is, “Does this measurement hold across social identities and 
class year?” 
The present study investigates the properties of a campus climate survey measure used in 
multi-institutional research. It uses survey responses from almost 10,000 students at 22 
 40 
institutions in order to examine the measurement properties of the Climate for Contributing to a 
Larger Community dimension of the PSRI, which relates to recognizing and acting on one’s 
responsibility to their communities (Musil, 2013). Due to the particular interest of climate 
researchers in comparing groups (Hutchinson, Raymond, & Black, 2008), specific attention is 
paid to the assumption of measurement equivalence between social identity groups. Differences 
are assessed between men and women as well as White students and racially-minoritized 
students. Additionally, because assessment and research in higher education often involves 
comparisons between students in their first and final years of college, attention is also paid to 
measurement properties of these two groups.  
Methods 
Data Source and Participants 
This study utilized data collected through the PSRI.  The PSRI is a survey which assesses 
five dimensions of campus climate related to personal and social responsibility: (a) Striving for 
Excellence, (b) Cultivating Academic Integrity, (c) Contributing to a Larger Community, (d) 
Taking Seriously the Perspectives of Others, and (e) Developing Competence in Ethical and 
Moral Reasoning and Action (Dey & Associates, 2009; Musil, 2013). This study examined data 
collected between 2013 and 2016 at 22 four-year colleges and universities. 
In total, 9,826 students were included in the analytic sample (Table 1). Students were 
removed from analyses if they had missing data on the respective demographic variable (e.g., if a 
student indicated their race but no gender, they were including in the racial invariance test and 
excluded from the gender invariance test). The sample for the tests of invariance by gender 
consisted of 9,819 students (3,175 were man-identified and 6,644 were woman-identified). Prior 
to analysis transgender students were removed (<100 students) due to small sample size (i.e., 
lack of statistical power; Kline, 2016).  The sample for tests of invariance by race/ethnicity 
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consisted of 8,842 students (4,667 identified as White and 4,175 identified as a racially-
minoritized). The sample for tests of invariance between first-year and senior students consisted 
of 5,129 students (1,532 were first-year students and 3,597 were seniors). 
Procedures 
 Participation in the PSRI was voluntary. Participants were recruited to participate online 
via a census sampling format in which all undergraduate students at the institution were invited 
to participate (Note: one institution randomly selected half of its students as part of their 
institutional assessment plan to minimize survey fatigue on campus). An announcement was sent 
from a visible administrator at students’ respective institutions. This announcement was followed 
by an invitation to participate and three subsequent reminders were sent to non-responders and 
students who had begun but not completed the survey. Students were presented with a consent 
form before beginning the survey. After consenting, students were allowed to skip any items they 
wished or exit the survey at any time. The PSRI first asks students about their socio-demographic 
characteristics (e.g. gender, race/ethnicity), then their educational experiences and engagement 
(e.g. class year, hours per week spent studying, on-campus involvement), followed by questions 
regarding the five dimensions of personal and social responsibility, and finally additional scales, 
which change based on administrative year and institution (e.g. Openness to Diversity and 
Challenge, Activism Orientation Scale, Mental Health Continuum). Questions regarding the five 
dimensions are clustered into blocks by dimension and randomly presented to students to 
mitigate concerns related to survey length and respondent fatigue. For each block of questions 
representing a dimension of personal and social responsibility, a definition is presented to 
students to improve respondent understanding of the questions that follow. In the contributing to 
a larger community dimensions the text reads, “This dimension included recognizing and acting 
on one’s responsibility to your campus community, the local community, and the wider society, 
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both nationally and globally. It also including contributing to the greater good and an ability to 
accurately respond to the needs of others.”  
Measures 
This study examines items from the Contributing to a Larger Community dimension of 
personal and social responsibility. Climate is a multifaceted concept mixing perceptions, values, 
attitudes, and behaviors (Peterson et al., 1986; Peterson & Spencer, 1990; Ryder & Mitchell, 
2013). Items included in climate assessment ask about perceptions, attitudes, expectations, and 
behaviors related to aspects of contributing to a larger community. Twelve items were 
hypothesized to fit four factors (Table 2). The hypothesized factors were: (1) General Climate for 
Contributing to a Larger Community, (2) Climate for Advocacy to Contribute to a Larger 
Community, (3) Development of Contributing to a Larger Community, and (4) Taking Action to 
Contribute to a Larger Community.  The general climate factor represents students’ overall sense 
of the campus ethos (e.g., “Contributing to a larger community is a responsibility that this 
campus values and promotes”). The climate for advocacy represents the extent students receive 
messages supportive of contributing to a larger community from faculty, student affairs, and 
administrators (e.g., “How often do the following groups publicly advocate the need for students 
to become active and involved citizens?). The development factor represents an affective 
measure of students experience on campus and how they feel it has increased their ability to 
contribute to their community (e.g., My experiences at this campus have helped me learn the 
skills necessary to effectively change society for the better). The taking action factor represents a 
behavioral measure, assessing how students have spent time on campus (e.g., I participate in 
community-based projects that are officially connected to a course). The item response options 
utilized two scales and ranged from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5) as well as 
“almost never” (1) to “almost always” (5). Table 2 includes variable names, item descriptions, 
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and descriptive statistics. Prior to analyses, all items were examined for normality, and no 
concerns were identified. 
Analytic Approach 
 After identifying analytic samples, structural equation modeling (SEM) analyses of the 
Climates for Contributing to a Larger Community were performed using MPlus Version 8. First, 
a single-group CFA of the entire sample was performed to test the hypothesized structure on the 
entire sample. Next, three multi-group confirmatory analyses were used to investigate 
measurement invariance for gender, race/ethnicity, and class year. Configural, weak, and strong 
invariance were tested (see previous sections for further discussion of invariance).  
Evaluating Model Fit 
 
 To evaluate the validity of SEM models, multiple fit indices should be used (Brown, 
2015; Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2016). To evaluate each model, chi-square (χ2), comparative 
fit index (CFI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root mean 
square residual (SRMR) were used (Kline, 2016). Typically, chi-square is used to evaluate how 
the proposed model fits the data, with non-significant values indicating better fit (Kline, 2016). 
However, chi-square is influenced by sample size and may not be robust in models with large 
samples like these (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2016). CFI is a comparative fit index which 
estimates the reproducibility of the estimated model from the data. CFI values around or greater 
than 0.95 are considered a good fit; greater than 0.90 may indicate acceptable fit. RMSEA and 
SRMR are absolute fit indices which determine how far the model is from a perfect fit. RMSEA 
values of less than 0.06 are considered good fit, with less than 0.08 considered acceptable and 
SRMR values of less than 0.08 are considered good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2016).  
 After evaluating each model, it was important to examine if model parameters varied 
between models based on separate groups: men versus women, White students versus racially-
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minoritized students, and first-year students versus seniors. Testing for invariance involves 
comparing models to the baseline or configural model. Multiple indices were used to compare 
models: χ2 difference tests as well as changes in CFI, RMSEA, and SRMR. Because χ2 difference 
tests are affected by sample size, CFI, RMSEA, and SRMR were used when chi-square tests 
were significant. Chen (2007) suggested cutoff points for CFI, RMSEA, and SRMR when 
evaluating measurement invariance. Chen suggested CFI as the primary criterion because it is 
more robust than RMSEA or SRMR. For larger samples (N > 300) a decrease greater than 0.01 
in CFI, combined with increases greater than 0.015 in RMSEA or 0.01 in SRMR would that 
models are noninvariant.  
Missing Data 
 One common concern in higher education research, when working with survey data, is 
item nonresponse (Cox, McIntosh, Reason, & Terenzini, 2014). Item nonresponse is often 
referred to as missing data. Common approaches to dealing with missing data are list-wise 
deletion, pairwise deletion, and multiple forms of imputation. Maximum likelihood approaches 
to imputation use an iterative approach to estimate means, variances, and covariances that reflect 
the sample data (Cox et al., 2014). Consistent with recommendations, I utilized full-information 
maximum likelihood imputation in MPlus Version 8 to estimate missing values (Brown, 2015; 
Cox et al., 2014). 
Results 
 Ten models were run. A single group CFA examined overall structure (Tables 3 & 4). 
Nine total models were run for tests of invariance (Table 5). Three models were run for each 
gender, race/ethnicity, and class year. Results support findings of invariance, suggesting valid 
measurement properties in the Contributing to a Larger Community Dimension of the PSRI.  
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Single Group Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
An examination of the 4-factor model for the entire sample suggested appropriate fit (CFI 
= 0.97; RMSEA = 0.06; SRMR = 0.04). Factor loadings were significant and range from 0.62 to 
0.90 (Table 3), suggesting survey items are good indicators of their hypothesized latent factors. 
Factors correlations ranged from 0.42 to 0.62 (Table 4) suggesting discriminant validity (Brown, 
2015). Moderate correlations were expected because factors examined different aspects of a 
single dimension of personal and social responsibility.  
Multi-group Confirmatory Factor Analyses  
 Nine different multi-group CFA models were estimated to evaluate whether factors were 
invariant for men versus women, White students versus racially-minoritized students, and first-
year versus senior students. Fit indices for nested models were assessed using the configural 
invariance model as the baseline. Examining fit indices for each model independently indicated 
good-to-acceptable fit. Chi square difference tests as likely significant with larger sample sizes, 
and therefore other fit statistics were given more weight. Model comparisons suggest 
measurement invariance across all models for gender, race/ethnicity, and class year (Table 5). 
 The configural or baseline model comparing men and women suggested good fit (χ2 (96) 
= 1, 777.49, p < 0.05; CFI = 0.97; RMSEA = 0.06; SRMR = 0.04), indicating the same factor 
structure exists between men and women (e.g., same number factors and composition of items 
within factor). The model testing metric invariance held factor loadings constant and found 
evidence of metric invariance (χ2 (8) = 21.27, p < 0.05; ΔCFI = 0.000; ΔRMSEA = -.002; 
ΔSRMR = -.001), indicating factor loadings were consistent between men and women. The 
model testing scalar invariance held factor loadings and factor means constant and found 
evidence of scalar invariance (χ2 (16) = 119.97, p < 0.05; ΔCFI = -0.003; ΔRMSEA = -0.001; 
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ΔSRMR = -.001), indicating factor loadings and means were consistent between men and 
women.  
 The configural baseline model comparing White student to racially-minoritized students 
suggested good fit (χ2 (96) = 1,552.71, p < 0.05, CFI = 0.97; RMSEA = 0.06; SRMR = 0.04), 
indicating the same structure exists between White students and students of color. The model 
testing metric invariance held factor loadings constant across groups and found evidence of 
metric invariance (χ2 (8) = 47.41, p < 0.05; ΔCFI = 0.000; ΔRMSEA = -.002; ΔSRMR = .001). 
The model testing scalar invariance held factor loadings and means constant across groups and 
found evidence of scalar invariance (χ2 (16) = 227.86, p < 0.05; ΔCFI = 0.004; ΔRMSEA = -
.001; ΔSRMR = .002), indicating factor loadings and means are consistent between White 
students and racially-minoritized students.  
 The configural baseline model comparing first-year students and seniors suggested 
adequate fit (χ2 (96) = 982.08, p < 0.05; CFI = 0.97; RMSEA = 0.06; SRMR = 0.04), indicating 
the same structure exists for first-year and senior students. The model testing metric invariance 
held factor loadings constant and found evidence of metric invariance (χ2 (8) = 7.17, p > 0.05; 
ΔCFI = 0.000; ΔRMSEA = .000; ΔSRMR = .000). The model testing scalar invariance held 
factor loadings and means constant and found evidence of scalar invariance (χ2 (16) = 120.08, p 
< 0.05; ΔCFI = -0.004; ΔRMSEA = .001; ΔSRMR = .003). 
Discussion 
 In this study I examined the factor structure for multiple measures of the Contributing to 
a Larger Community dimension of the PSRI. Creating a civic ethos on campus is an important 
goal for higher education institutions (AAC&U, 2007; National Task Force, 2012). This civic 
ethos promotes student civic learning and democratic engagement (Barnhardt et al., 2015; Hemer 
& Reason, 2017; National Task Force, 2012). Based on analyses, I found evidence of four latent 
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factors. These factors were hypothesized and tested in a single confirmatory factor analysis. Nine 
additional models were run to test invariance by gender, race/ethnicity, and class year. Results 
suggest measures are invariant.  
Measuring the Climate of Contributing to a Larger Community 
 Contributing to a Larger Community is an aspect of social responsibility. I theorized four 
latent constructs which addressed perceptual, attitudinal, and behavioral dimensions of climate: 
1) General Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community, (2) Climate for Advocacy to 
Contribute to a Larger Community, (3) Development of Contributing to a Larger Community, 
and (4) Taking Action to Contribute to a Larger Community. Results analyzing the entire sample 
suggest these factors appropriately represent data collected by this dimension of the PSRI. 
Therefore, using the PSRI to understand how students experience this important dimension of 
social responsibility is valid. In line with recommendations made by the National Task Force for 
Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement (2012), the PSRI can be used to examine the 
pervasiveness of a civic ethos on campus.  
 After confirming that the hypothesized factor structure reflects observed data, the next 
step examined if the confirmed factor structure was invariant across student characteristics 
(Hutchinson et al., 2008). Hutchinson and colleagues said it was “essential that the 
generalizability of the model be assessed” (p. 236) across subgroups.  Findings suggest 
measurement invariance between men and women, White students and racially-minoritized 
students, and first-year and senior students. These findings indicate Contributing to a Larger 
Community dimension of the PSRI functions the same across socio-demographic groups. 
Therefore, these measures are appropriate across an entire sample and for specific groups of 
students, allowing researchers greater confidence in statistical analyses. Invariance also allows 
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institutional researchers and institutions that utilize the PSRI greater confidence in findings and 
greater ability to make comparisons between groups of students.  
Utilizing the Measure  
 While establishing well-functioning measures of campus climate is useful, evaluating the 
quality of survey measurement does not inherently improve student learning. Scholars and 
practitioners must utilize these survey tools and data towards action. The Core Commitments 
initiative argued institutions of higher education have an obligation to teach personal and social 
responsibility, that personal and social responsibility should pervade the institutions culture, that 
student learning for personal and social responsibility is a collective responsibility across the 
institution, and that personal and social responsibility should be assessed throughout college 
(AAC&U, 2007; Musil, 2013).  
Glass and O’Neill (2012) were curious about how higher education institutions put these 
ideas into action and examined educational reforms that helped create institutional climates for 
personal and social responsibility. Their findings identified how the collection and use of 
institutional assessment data could drive these educational reforms. They found institutional 
data, like the Contributing to a Larger Community dimension, can focus institutional goals and 
provide rationale for particular changes. Glass and O’Neill specifically noted that data from the 
PSRI presented an opportunity for dialogue between people on campus (e.g., faculty, 
administrators, and staff). This dialogue is vital for changing campus climate because there must 
be agreement among administrators and other campus stakeholders about institutional direction 
before change efforts can succeed (Rankin & Reason, 2008). Sustaining efforts to support a civic 
ethos also requires adapting institutional practices by connecting organizational structures and 
assessment methods. Leaders successfully integrated personal and social responsibility by 
employing a mosaic of assessment efforts. Linking multiple forms of data, both quantitative and 
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qualitative, served as a formative learning assessment (Glass & O’Neill, 2012). O’Neill (2012) 
recommended specific campus practices to infuse dimensions of personal and social 
responsibility.  Among them was to determine who does and does not participate in climate 
surveys to examine potential blind spots. Another opportunity for using the Contributing to a 
Larger Community data is to align existing courses and programs with the dimension, examine 
data collected from students who participate in these programs, and to seed new practices where 
the alignment is lacking (O’Neill, 2012). The courses students take and practices they engage in 
determine the knowledge, values, and skills they will gain. Climate data related to Contributing 
to a Larger Community helps institutions have greater clarity about the types, frequency, and 
quality of practices that positively shape their students in this important dimension of social 
responsibility.  
Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
As is true with all academic studies there are limitations to the investigation. These 
limitations also offer potential areas of future research. This study examines measurement 
invariance using a gender binary. It is important to note that students identifying as transgender 
and gender nonconforming were removed from the sample due to lack of power associated with 
small sample sizes. Additionally, race/ethnicity was examined using only two groups with 
students identifying as White in one group and students belonging to minoritized identity groups 
as the other grouping. For an initial investigation, I believed these to be appropriate 
methodological choices, consistent with other investigations of climate and measurement 
invariance (Bryant, 2011; Hutchinson et al., 2008), however future research should examine if 
there are difference between transgender students, men, and women. Future research should also 
examine invariance between multiple minoritized groups and compare students from these 
respective minoritized identity groups with White students.   
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In addition to research associated with the limitations of this study, there are also next 
steps to be taken. Establishing strong measurement is important with climate data. The next step 
is understanding what shapes student’s perceptions of the climates for Contributing to a Larger 
Community. It will also be fruitful to investigate how climates for contributing to a larger 
community relate to other desirable college student outcomes. These climates may be related to 
establishing a culture of civic engagement and helping students learn how to participate in a 
diverse democracy. Additionally, it is possible that a civic ethos on campus contributed to a 
positive climate for racial, gender, or ideological diversity on campus. Considering these 
questions is a fruitful avenue for future studies.  
Conclusion 
This study was built understanding that survey assessment and research are common in 
higher education, that campus climates are an important and malleable aspect of higher 
education, and that developing a civic ethos should be an institutional priority. It sought to 
examine the psychometric structure for assessing the campus climate for contributing to a larger 
community, paying special attention to measurement across social identities and class year. The 
survey confirmed the theorized structure of observed climate data and establish strong 
measurement between groups. These findings indicate the contributing to a larger community 
dimension of the PSRI has strong validity claims and should be employed by institutions of 
higher education to examine institutional climate and plan institutional programs and practices to 
support the civic mission of higher education.   
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Table 1: Participant Demographics 
 
  N Percent of Sample 
Gender   
Men 3,175 32.3 
Women 6,644 67.7 
Missing 7 < 0.1 
Total 9,826 100.0 
   
Race/ethnicity   
American Indian or Alaska Native 55 0.1 
Asian/Asian-American 1,298 13.2 
Black/African-American 608 6.2 
Latino/a 1,234 12.6 
Multiracial 670 6.8 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 310 3.2 
White 4,667 47.5 
Missing 984 10.0 
Total 9,826 100.0 
   
Class Year   
First-Year 1,532 15.6 
Sophomore 1,833 18.7 
Junior 2,859 29.1 
Senior 3,597 36.6 
Missing 5 <0.01 
Total 9,826 100.0 
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Table 2: Proposed Factor Structure 
 
Name Item Description Mean SD 
Factor: General Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community* (α = 0.82) 
Comm_1 The importance of contributing to a larger community is a major focus of 
this campus. 
4.01 1.00 
Comm_3 Contributing to a larger community is a responsibility that this campus 
values and promotes. 
4.09 0.95 
Comm_4 This campus actively promotes awareness of U.S. social, political, and 
economic issues. 
3.86 1.05 
Factor: Climate for Advocacy to Contribute to a Larger Community** (α = 0.87) 
How often do the following groups publicly advocate the need for students to become active and 
involved citizens?  
Comm_10 Faculty members  3.67 1.09 
Comm_11 Senior administrators  3.26 1.27 
Comm_12 Student Affairs Professionals  3.52 1.21 
Factor: Development of Contributing to a Larger Community* (α = 0.90) 
Comm_7 My experiences at this campus have helped expand my awareness of the 
importance of being involved in the community and contributing to the 
greater good. 
3.97 1.06 
Comm_8 My experiences at this campus have helped me learn the skills necessary to 
effectively change society for the better. 
3.85 1.07 
Comm_9 My experiences at this campus have helped me deepen my commitment to 
contribute to the greater good. 
3.89 1.08 
Factor: Taking Action to Contribute to a Larger Community** (α = 0.72) 
Comm_14 I participate in community-based projects that are officially connected to a 
course. 
2.41 1.29 
Comm_15 I participate in community based projects that are not officially connected 
to a course. 
2.71 1.30 
Comm_16 I have meaningful discussions with other students about the need to 
contribute to the greater good.  
3.00 1.29 
*Responses were based on a 5-point Likert-type scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly 
agree (5) 











Factor: General Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community*  
Comm_1 The importance of contributing to a larger community is 
a major focus of this campus. 
0.87*** 0.76 
Comm_3 Contributing to a larger community is a responsibility 
that this campus values and promotes. 
0.88*** 0.76 
Comm_4 This campus actively promotes awareness of U.S. social, 
political, and economic issues. 
0.62*** 0.39 
Factor: Climate for Advocacy for Contributing to a Larger Community**  
How often do the following groups publicly advocate the need for students to become 
active and involved citizens?  
Comm_10 Faculty members  0.73*** 0.54 
Comm_11 Senior administrators  0.89*** 0.80 
Comm_12 Student Affairs Professionals  0.85*** 0.73 
Factor: Development of Contributing to a Larger Community*  
Comm_7 My experiences at this campus have helped expand my 
awareness of the importance of being involved in the 
community and contributing to the greater good. 
0.85*** 0.72 
Comm_8 My experiences at this campus have helped me learn the 
skills necessary to effectively change society for the 
better. 
0.86*** 0.73 
Comm_9 My experiences at this campus have helped me deepen 
my commitment to contribute to the greater good. 
0.90*** 0.80 
Factor: Taking Action to Contribute to a Larger Community**  
Comm_14 I participate in community-based projects that are 
officially connected to a course. 
0.62*** 0.39 
Comm_15 I participate in community based projects that are not 
officially connected to a course. 
0.68*** 0.46 
Comm_16 I have meaningful discussions with other students about 
the need to contribute to the greater good.  
0.74*** 0.55 
Fit Indices: χ2 (48) = 1,669.94; CFI = 0.97; RMSEA = 0.06, 90% CI = (0.56, 0.061); SRMR = 0.04 
*Responses were based on a 5-point Likert-type scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) 
**Responses were based on a 5-point Likert-type scale from almost never (1) to almost always (5) 
***p < 0.001 
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Table 4: Inter-factor Correlations for Single Group CFA 
 
 1 2 3 
General Climate (1)    
Advocacy (2) 0.62***   
Development (3) 0.67*** 0.57***  
Taking Action (4) 0.42*** 0.50*** 0.59*** 






Table 5: Nested Models and Tests of Invariance 
 
Model Comparison χ2 df Δχ2 Δ df CFI ΔCFI RMSEA ΔRMSEA SRMR ΔSRMR 
Gender            
M0 - 1,777.49 96 - - 0.97  0.06 - 0.04 - 
M1 M1 – M0 1, 798.76 104 21.27* 8 0.97 0.000 0.06 -0.002 0.04 -.001 
M2 M2 – M0 1,897.46 112 119.97* 16 0.97 -.002 0.06 -0.003 0.04 -.001 
Race/ethnicity            
M0 - 1,552.71 96 - - 0.97 - 0.06 - 0.04 - 
M1 M1 – M0 1,600.12 104 47.41* 8 0.97 .000 0.06 -.002 0.04 .001 
M2 M2 – M0 1,780.57 112 227.86* 16 0.97 -.004 0.06 -.001 0.04 .002 
Class year            
M0 - 982.08 96 - - 0.97 - 0.06 - 0.04 - 
M1 M1 – M0 989.25 104 7.17 8 0.97 0.000 0.06 .000 0.04 .000 
M2 M2 – M0 1,102.16 112 120.08* 16 0.97 0.004 0.06 .001 0.04 .003 
M0 = configural invariance; M1 = weak/metric invariance; M2 = strong/scalar invariance 
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Abstract 
This study examined the relationships between socio-demographic characteristics, student 
engagement, and the campus climate for civic learning and engagement. Using ecological theory 
and 13,780 student responses to the Personal and Social Responsibility Inventory (PSRI) at 23 
institutions, multi-level modeling identified key relationships. Three key findings emerged: 
students’ identities systematically shaped their perceptions, students’ subjective environment was 
related to climate, and there was a relationship between diversity and the campus climate for 
civic learning and engagement.  
Introduction 
 In 2012, the National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement 
[National Task Force] recommended postsecondary institutions cultivate a campus-wide ethos 
supportive of the civic mission of higher education to advance civic learning and democratic 
engagement as important student learning outcomes. Other scholars concerned with the public 
good and democratic purposes of higher education have made similar recommendations (Musil, 
2013; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011; Thomas & Brower, 2017). These outcomes are 
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multidimensional, multidisciplinary, and arise from a number of theoretical perspectives (Hemer 
& Reason, 2017; Torney-Purta, Cabrera, Roohr, Liu, & Rios, 2015) and are influenced by 
students’ individual characteristics (Bowman, 2014; Mayhew, Rockenbach, Bowman, Seifert, & 
Wolniak, 2016). Additionally, an extensive body of literature connects student experiences and 
engagement to civic outcomes (Barnhardt, Sheets, & Pasquesi, 2015; Bowman, 2011; Kilgo, 
Sheets, & Pascarella, 2015; Mayhew et al., 2016). 
Scholars have found the campus environment influential in shaping student outcomes 
(Barnhardt et al., 2015; Broadhurst & Martin, 2014; Janke & Domagal-Goldman, 2017; Mayhew 
et al., 2016). To establish a campus-wide civic ethos, the National Task Force (2012) 
recommended institutions embed responsibility for the well-being of others into the campus 
climate. This recommendation is consistent with the Contributing to a Larger Community 
dimension of AAC&U’s Core Commitments initiative, which is defined as, “recognizing and 
acting on one’s responsibility to the educational community and wider society, locally, 
nationally, and globally” (Musil, 2013, p. 7). The present study examined the relationships 
between students’ socio-demographic characteristics, experiences, and engagement are related to 
their perception of the Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community (i.e., civic learning and 
engagement). Findings will help higher education institutions understand how to shape their 
respective campus climates into an environment which prepares students for participation in a 
democracy. 
Literature Review 
 The present study aims to better understand students’ perception of the Climate for 
Contributing to a Larger Community. First, we provide a brief overview of the concept of 
campus climate. A review of literature found a single study that examined what shapes the 
campus climates for civic learning (Thomas & Brower, 2017). Our search revealed no published 
 61 
studies employing quantitative methods to examine the civic climate on campus as the outcome, 
therefore we review findings from Thomas and Brower’s study with much interest. 
Understanding links exists between perceptions of the environment and civic learning, we 
considered literature about practices higher education institutions might utilize to influence 
students’ perceptions of climate by reviewing literature related to other civic outcomes.   
Campus Climate 
Campus climates for civic learning and engagement were influential in enhancing 
students’ civic skills and commitment to contribute to the greater good (Barnhardt et al., 2013), 
voting patterns (Thomas & Brower, 2017), and mental health (Mitchell, Reason, Hemer, & 
Finley, 2016) - establishing a clear justification to study climates for civic learning and 
engagement as an outcome measure. The campus environment is a key factor in shaping student 
outcomes (Mayhew et al., 2016). One way to conceptualize the environment is through 
perceptual measures and the construct of campus climate (Peterson, Cameron, Jones, Mets, & 
Ettington, 1986; Ryder & Mitchell, 2013). For this study, campus climate is defined as “a 
measure of people’s attitudes about, perceptions of, and experiences within a specified 
environment” (Ryder & Mitchell, 2013 p. 34). Climates reflect widely shared norms, patterns of 
behavior, attitudes, and structures that reinforce those institutional attributes without assuming a 
singular campus climate for all students (Peterson et al., 1986). 
Conceptualizations of climate requires a referent (Peterson et al., 1986) and diversity, 
race, and gender are the mostly widely used referents in higher education climate research (Hart 
& Fellabaum, 2008). The referent for this study is the climate for civic learning and engagement, 
specifically how the climate encourages individuals to recognize their responsibilities to their 
communities and act to improve the welfare of others, often by instilling traits such as 
purposefulness, social awareness, and collaboration (Knefelkamp & O’Neill, 2010; Musil, 2013). 
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Climates for Civic Learning 
 A search of literature using terms such as “campus climate”, “civic learning”, “civic 
engagement”, “civic climate”, and “contributing to a larger community” found only a single 
study about shaping campus climates for civic learning and engagement. Thomas and Brower 
(2017) employed qualitative approaches and examined the political dimensions of civic learning 
at nine campuses from the National Study of Learning, Voting, And Engagement (NSLVE). 
They identified institutions based on a comparison of expected and actual voting rates in the 
2012 presidential election. From a potential sample of 696 colleges and universities, they 
identified seven positive outliers (i.e., institutions with voting rates five to 20 points higher than 
expected) and two negative outliers (i.e., institutions with voting rates seven or more points 
lower than expected).  Their analysis identified five characteristics of positive outlier institutions 
which were absent among negative outliers: “social cohesion, diversity, pervasive political 
discussions, students as colleagues, and excitement around elections and other political efforts” 
(p. 372). Social cohesion was characterized by strong interpersonal relationships between 
students and faculty. Diversity consisted of both compositional diversity and as a social 
characteristic of campus – a perspective through which students learned to examine structures of 
power and privilege or discrimination. Pervasive political discussions were characterized by an 
institution-wide commitment to engage with others through normative values including free 
expression for dissenting viewpoints, respect, and civility. When students’ views were respected 
and valued by faculty and administrators and possessed a meaningful voice in decision making 
process, campuses reflected the students as colleagues characteristic. Finally, excitement around 
political efforts was characterized by political action. This excitement was both student-led (e.g., 
protests, advocacy, voter registration) and faculty-led (e.g., voter education, campus-invited 
speakers, promotion and tenure requirements around civic engagement). Thomas and Brower’s 
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(2017) findings informed our choices when designing our study and interpretations of subsequent 
findings.    
Factors Related to Civic Outcomes 
 As mentioned previously, we identified no quantitative study that examined what shapes 
students’ perception of the Climate for Contributing to A Larger Community (or other 
conceptualizations of civic learning and engagement). Therefore, we examined literature related 
to civic outcomes. Previous findings may be related to how students perceive campus climate as 
well. A variety of student characteristics and educational practices have been tied to civic 
outcomes; however, Mayhew and colleagues (2016) found relationships varied based on 
outcome definition and methodological technique.  
There is mixed evidence that students’ sociodemographic characteristics are related to 
civic outcomes. Race is related to some outcomes, but these patterns are not consistent 
(Barnhardt et al., 2015; Denson & Bowman, 2013; Lott, 2013; Myers, & Peters, 2018). Findings 
related to gender (often operationalized as biological sex) and civic outcomes are inconsistent 
too (Barnhardt et al., 2015; Lott, 2013; Myers et al., 2018). Like race and gender, first generation 
status has inconsistent results (Barnhardt et al., 2015; Broadhurst & Martin, 2014; Myers et al., 
2018). Based on these inconsistent findings and the likelihood of sociodemographic identity 
influencing how students experience campus climate, including sociodemographic variables is 
important for this study. In addition to socio-demographic characteristics, Bowman (2014) 
conceptualized Openness to Diversity and Challenge (ODC) as a personality characteristic that 
shaped patterns of behavior and outcomes.  
Student engagement in student organizations, volunteer and religious activities, and 
academics have all been consistently tied to civic learning (Barnhardt et al., 2015; Broadhurst & 
Martin, 2014; Lott, 2013; Trolian & Barnhardt, 2017). Notably, Bowman & Trolian (2017) 
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found that relationships between student experiences and outcomes are curvilinear - the effects 
of these experiences decreased with higher levels of involvement. In addition to student 
experiences, many High Impact Practices (HIPs) have been linked to civic outcomes, including 
first-year seminars, study abroad, service-learning, internships, and undergraduate research 
experiences (Barnhardt et al., 2015; Bowman, 2011; Kilgo et al., 2015; Myers et al., 2018).  
There is a connection between diversity experiences and civic climate (Thomas & 
Brower, 2017). Bowman’s (2011) meta-analysis found diversity experiences were related to 
civic behaviors, behavioral intentions, and diversity-related civic outcomes. These findings were 
reaffirmed by subsequent scholarly work (Broadhurst & Martin, 2014; Denson & Bowman, 
2013). Multiple types of diversity experiences have been linked to civic learning, including 
diversity coursework and co-curricular diversity experiences related to race, ethnicity, gender, 
and more expansive forms of diversity (Bowman, 2011; Denson & Bowman, 2013; Kilgo et al., 
2015; Lott, 2013). 
Framing Investigations of Campus Climate 
 This study investigates perceptions of the campus climate and is framed through both a 
conceptual and theoretical lens. We use Terenzini and Reason’s (2005) framework as the 
conceptual lens, and ecological theories of development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005; Lewin, 
1936) as the theoretical lens. Each lens contributes to our understanding how to operationalize 
campus climate and establish why understanding ways to shape climate is valuable. 
Conceptual Framing 
As advocated by Janke and Domagal-Goldman’s (2017) work on institutional 
characteristics and student civic outcomes, we employ Terenzini and Reason’s (2005) conceptual 
framework, which suggests the college experience consists of individual student experiences, 
peer environments, as well as organizational context. The framework was originally developed to 
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investigate the effects of college on first-year students but is widely applicable to understand 
effects of college on other groups and highlights the importance of organizational environment 
on student outcomes.  
Each institution has multiple climates within an environment (Terenzini & Reason, 
2005). Campus climates act as a malleable aspect of and assessable proxy for the organizational 
environment within which students are nested (Peterson et al., 1986). Climate is grounded in 
students’ individual perceptions of their campus context (Peterson et al., 1986) as the meaning(s) 
individuals attach to a specific context (Ryder & Mitchell, 2013; Peterson et al., 1986). By using 
Terenzini and Reason’s framework to highlight the important role of organizational context, this 
study seeks to further an understanding of how to shape campus climates, with an eye on 
harnessing climate to shape student outcomes.  
Theoretical Framing 
 Conceptually framing this study through Terenzini and Reason’s (2005) lens explains 
how to think about climate as part of the organizational environment. This lens does not theorize 
the mechanism by which climate shapes student learning and development. For that, we draw 
from ecological theories of development (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 2005; Lewin, 1936; 
Patton, Renn, Guido, & Quaye, 2016; Renn & Arnold, 2003), which undergird this study by 
highlighting possible levers for shaping students’ perceptions of campus climate. Ecological 
approaches to student development account for the various ways people experience their 
environment and provide a way to understand how these interactions contribute to development 
(Patton et al., 2016). Bronfenbrenner (1979) theorized, “that what matters for behavior and 
development is the environment as it is perceived rather than as it may exist in ‘objective’ 
reality” (p. 4). Ecological theories emphasize that perceptions of and attitudes about the 
environment are powerful tools for shaping learning and development.  
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To employ ecological theories, research must include both person and environmental 
characteristics. Bronfenbrenner acknowledged the biological aspects of the person but primarily 
focused on personal characteristics, including identity-based characteristics and developmentally 
instigative characteristics, which are inter-individual differences developed by past experiences 
and related to personality, motivation, and temperament (Bronfenbrenner, 1992/2005; 
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). When conceptualizing the environment, rather than focus on 
the physical or objective environment, ecological theories of development emphasize subjective 
aspects of the environment. Characteristics of the developing person and subjective environment 
are both important when studying student learning and development.  
Bronfenbrenner (1979) identified four interconnected systems that serve as the theoretical 
nesting of the environment and contribute to development. We focus on the most proximal 
systems (microsystem and mesosystem), which possess the greatest potential for shaping 
development. A microsystem is “a pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relations 
experienced by the developing person in a given setting” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 22). 
Examples of microsystems in higher education include peer groups, academic experiences, 
student organizations, and student engagement (Renn & Arnold, 2003). A mesosystem comprises 
the interrelations among two or more microsystems and is a space the developing person 
interacts with (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). As defined earlier, campus climate is “a measure of 
people’s attitudes about, perceptions of, and experiences within a specified environment” (Ryder 
& Mitchell, 2013, p. 34).  This definition of climate is conceptually congruent to the 
mesosystem, and we propose that understanding what shapes perception of the Climate for 
Contributing to a Larger Community is akin to understanding what shapes part of a mesosystem.  
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Methodology 
This study asked the question, “What curricular and co-curricular engagement shapes 
college students’ perception of the Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community?” Because 
there were no previous quantitative studies in related areas, this study provides a unique 
contribution to research that considers what factors influence students’ perceptions of their 
campus. This research may subsequently help improve campus climates for civic learning and 
engagement. There were six steps to this study. First an unconditional model parsed variance at 
individual and institution levels. Next four models were run using multi-level regression. Finally, 
a parsimonious two-level model containing relevant predictors was estimated.  
Data Source and Participants 
This study utilized data collected through the Personal and Social Responsibility 
Inventory (PSRI).  The PSRI is a survey which assesses five dimensions of campus climate: (a) 
Striving for Excellence, (b) Cultivating Academic Integrity, (c) Contributing to a Larger 
Community, (d) Taking Seriously the Perspectives of Others, and (e) Developing Competence in 
Ethical and Moral Reasoning and Action. This study included data collected between 2013 and 
2017 and consists of 13,780 students at 23 four-year institutions. Seven of the institutions were 
public, and 16 were private. According to the Carnegie classification system, five institutions 
were large, eight were medium-sized and ten were classified as small. Fourteen institutions were 
designated with the Carnegie Community Engagement Classification.  
The sample consists of 13,780 students (4,578 men & 9,202 women; Table 1). Students 
were removed if missing data related to gender, race, or parental education or in instances with 
small sample sizes due to concerns associated with statistical power (i.e., transgender/gender 
nonconforming students, n = 95; American Indian students, n = 72; Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 
students, n = 84; Cohen et al., 2003). Racial categories consistent with IPEDS definitions were 
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utilized, 676 students identified as international students; 1,511 as Asian-American, 812 as 
Black/African-American, 1,701 as Latino/a, 8,593 as White, and 487 as multiracial.  
Outcome Variable 
 Students’ perceptions of the Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community (CLC) was 
the outcome variable. This variable is a latent construct in which students were asked to rate their 
agreement with three statements: (1) the importance of contributing to a larger community is a 
major focus of this campus, (2) contributing to a larger community is a responsibility that this campus 
values and promotes, and (3) this campus actively promotes awareness of U.S. social, political, 
and economic issues. Students responded to the items using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging 
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). This measure was found to have strong 
statistical measurement properties, demonstrating measurement invariance across gender, race, 
and class year (Hemer & Reason, 2018).  
In a multi-institutional sample, students are nested within institutions, suggesting a 
structure appropriate for multilevel modeling to limit the potential for inflated and/or correlated 
error terms (Cohen et al., 2003). An unconditional model containing no predictors examined 
amount of variance attributable to the student (level 1) and institution (level 2). Decisions about 
proceeding with multi-level modeling were made according to appropriate literature (e.g., 
Niehaus, Campbell, & Inkelas, 2014).  
Predictor Variables 
Predictor variables are entered in blocks consistent with ecological systems theory 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Entering variables in blocks provides greater understanding of how 
these conceptual clusters account for the total variance explained by the model. Each model 
includes variables from the preceding model. Model 1 contains person-centered variables. Model 
2 adds student experiences and engagement. Model 3 adds measures of the subjective 
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environment. Model 4 adds institution level variables. Finally, Model 5 was a parsimonious 
model which removed non-significant predictors from Models 2 thru 4; Model 1 variables were 
retained, as they represent characteristics of participants.  
Individual Level Variables  
 The first block of variables (Model 1) represented individual students’ characteristics, 
including socio-demographic traits and developmentally instigative characteristics 
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Terenzini & Reason, 2005). These variables included gender (men as 
referent), race (IPEDS categories; white as referent), and first-generation college student status 
(parent with 4-year college degree as referent). Pre-collegiate commitment to contributing to the 
greater good and ODC were included as developmentally instigative characteristics.  
Model 2 added class year, student experiences, and engagement. Student engagement 
included high impact practices such as participation in a first-year seminar and study abroad 
(dummy-coded as yes/no). Service-learning, participating in internships, undergraduate research, 
and participation in diversity courses and workshops (all coded 0 = Never; 1 = One time; 2 = 
More than once) were also included in this model. So were student experiences such as studying, 
volunteering, participating in student organizations, socializing with friends, and religious 
participation (0 = Never; 1 = One to two hours per week; 2 = Three to five hours per week; 3 = 
Six to ten hours per week; 4 = 11 to 15 hours per week; 5 = 16 to 20 hours per week; 6 = 21 to 
30 hours per week; and 7 = More than 30 hours per week). Variables related to student 
experiences were entered as squared terms to test for curvilinear relationships (Bowman & 
Trolian, 2017).  
Model 3 included three indicators of subjective environment. For all three variables, 
students responded to the items using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly disagree 
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(1) to strongly agree (5). Two single-items questions, “Faculty at this institution teach about the 
importance of considering diverse intellectual viewpoints” and “It is safe to hold unpopular 
positions on this campus” were included. The third variable is the Climate for Advocating to 
Contribute to a Larger Community. It is a three-item composite variable that asked how often (1) 
faculty, (2) senior administrators, and (3) student affairs professionals “publicly advocate the 
need for students to become active and involved citizens.” This variable previously exhibited 
strong psychometric measurement properties, including measurement invariance across gender, 
race, and class year (Hemer & Reason, 2018). 
Institution Level Variables  
 Model 4 included institution variables and explained variance at level 2. Source of 
support was included as a dichotomous variable with private institutions serving as the referent 
group. Carnegie Community Engagement Classification was included as a dichotomous variable. 
This classification provides a framework for assessing an institution’s civic- and community-
focused structures, policies, and practices (Janke & Domagal-Goldman, 2017). Diversity Density 
Index1 (DDI) examined the structural diversity of each campus (Umbach & Kuh, 2006). DDI is 
valuable “because the index represents the levels of heterogeneity in the student population 
regardless of whether the student population is predominately White or predominantly racially 
minoritized students” (Shim & Perez, 2018, p. 462). This variable was calculated using IPEDS 
data. Finally, Carnegie classification related to institutional size was included, with large 
institutions serving as the referent group.  
                                                 
1 Diversity Density Index (DDI) =1 – [(% American Indian/Native American)2 + (% Asian-
American)2 + (% Black/African-American)2 + (% Latino/a)2 +  (% Multiracial)2 + (%Native 
Hawaiian or Pacific Islander)2 + (Nonresident/International Student)2 + (% White)2] 
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Analytic Approach 
A two-level, fixed-effects multi-level model containing random intercepts was the 
analytic approach for this study (Cohen, Cohen, West & Aiken, 2003). Before running models, 
issues related to missing data, centering, and variable coding were addressed. One common 
concern when working with survey data is item nonresponse or missing data (Cox, McIntosh, 
Reason, & Terenzini, 2014). We utilized expectation maximization function to estimate missing 
values (Cox et al., 2014). Student experiences, which included polynomial terms, are 
standardized before squaring to address concerns associated with interpretability and multi-
collinearity (Cohen et al., 2003; Bowman & Trolian, 2017). Variables with a non-meaningful 
zero point are group-mean centered at level 1 (Enders & Tofighi, 2007). Therefore, 
interpretations of parameter estimates associated with these variables are relative to the average 
student on their respective campus (Enders & Tofighi, 2007). Normality of continuous variables 
is within acceptable limits for regression. Preliminary analyses revealed no multi-collinearity 
concerns and including square terms did not substantively affect first-order relationships. Finally, 
because non-zero predictors and the outcome variable are standardized, unstandardized 
parameter estimates represent a standardized regression coefficient. When interpreting 
standardized coefficients in higher education research, Mayhew and colleagues (2016) suggested 
interpreting an effect as small if the estimate is close to 0.06, medium if the estimate is close to 
0.12, and large if the estimate is close to or larger than 0.20.  
Limitations 
There are four key limitations to our study. First, campuses who participate in the PSRI 
choose to administer the instrument for institutional assessment and such institutional self-
selection may limit generalizability of findings. Second, because data are cross-sectional, causal 
inferences should be avoided. Another limitation is associated with the composition of the 
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analytic sample. Removing students with small sample sizes based on limited statistical power is 
methodologically appropriate (Cohen et al., 2003) but potentially limits the representativeness of 
findings. Some scholars may advocate for the inclusion of these historically marginalized 
students despite small sample sizes, but we believe risks of non-significance associated with 
limited statistical power are potentially more detrimental than transparency of their exclusion. 
Finally, the potential for non-response bias is a concern.  However, in higher education research, 
surveys with large sampling frames, like the PSRI, are relatively robust against potential non-
response bias (Fosnacht, Sarraf, Howe, & Peck, 2017). 
Results 
This study examined students’ perceptions of the Climate for Contributing to a Larger 
Community. First, an unconditional model, containing no predictors, tested for institution level 
effects. Six percent of the variance (ICC = .06, p < .01) occurred at the institution level, 
justifying the use of a multilevel model (Niehaus et al., 2014). Next, four models were run using 
fixed-effects multi-level modeling with random intercepts (Table 3). Model 1 entered person-
centered variables and explained 17.43% of total variance.  Model 2 added student experiences 
and engagement, explaining an additional 1.17% of total variance. Model 3 included items 
related to subjective environment, increasing total variance explained by 22.84%. Finally, Model 
4 introduced institution level variables, explaining an additional 1.69% of total variance. A fifth 
parsimonious model, containing significant variables from Model 4, was the final model.  In 
Model 5, variance explained remained constant, and parameter estimates were stable. 
 Characteristics of participants explained 17.43% of total variance, suggesting students’ 
identities influence their perception of climate. Race was significant with international (b = -.10), 
multiracial (b = -.07), Black (b = -.07), and Latino/a (b = -.05) students all having lower 
perceptions of the Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community than White students. 
 73 
Students from families with some history of college (but no 4-year degree) had greater 
perceptions of climate (b = .04). Finally, characteristics like ODC (b = .10) and a pre-collegiate 
commitment to contribute to the greater good (b = .13) were positively significant.  
 Student experiences and engagement explained a relatively small proportion of the 
variance (1.17%) but some findings were notable. Class year was associated with lower 
perceptions of climate (b = -.03). Curricular and cocurricular diversity experiences (b = .02) and 
first-year student seminars (b = .03) were associated with positive perceptions of climate. Time 
spent studying exhibited a curvilinear relationship, the linear term suggested a positive 
relationship (b = .02) and the squared term a negative relationship (b = -.02). These estimates 
suggested decreasing marginal returns to studying, and the inflection point is approximately one 
standard deviation above the mean. For interpretation, we turned to the unstandardized values. 
Students who studied 21 to 30 hours per week, began to have a lower score relative to peers who 
study less; however, their perception was still higher than the average student, due to the linear 
term.  
 Subjective environment increased the variance explained by 22.84%. All three predictors 
had medium-to-large effect sizes. The Climate for Advocating to Contribute to A Larger 
Community is the largest predictor in the model (b = .39), indicating faculty, student affairs 
professionals, and administrators have a critical role in shaping how students experience campus. 
There is a pedagogical component as well. Perceptions that faculty teach about the importance of 
considering diverse intellectual viewpoints (b = .17) were associated with greater perceptions of 
climate. If students believe that it is safe to hold unpopular opinions on campus (b = .11), they 
were more likely to perceive a positive climate.  
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 Institution level variance accounted for six percent of total variance in the outcome. 
Model 4 included institution level variables and explained 28.21% of the level 2 variance (1.69% 
of total variance). Most characteristics were nonsignificant. Institutional size was significant. 
Small- (b = .34) and medium-sized (b = .28) campuses have a more positive climate relative to 
large ones. The decreasing magnitude of these estimates in relation to size suggests that 
institutional size is inversely associated with climate. 
Discussion and Implications 
Findings from this study reveal important relationships between students and their 
perceptions of the Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community. Speaking about his early 
work, Bronfenbrenner (2005) acknowledged an over-emphasis on environment at the expense of 
the person. We wish to avoid that over-emphasis. Almost one-fifth of the total variance was 
related to students’ characteristics. Understanding that students come to campus with traits that 
shape how they perceive the campus climate for civic learning is an important finding. Of 
particular note is the relationship between race and climate. International and racially-
minoritized students had lower perceptions of the Climate for Contributing to a Larger 
Community than their White peers, indicating that campuses may privilege or focus their civic 
messaging, engagement, and norms in ways that are recognized more easily by White students 
compared to their racially-minoritized peers. This finding suggests campuses should pay special 
attention to how racially-minoritized students perceive the climate for civic learning and 
engagement and address concerns expressed by these communities. A first-step is ensuring 
climate assessment data captures and reflects the perceptions of these students (e.g., intentional 
over-sampling, focus groups). The next step in using this climate data is to disaggregate it and 
examine patterns by sociodemographic characteristics. If between-group differences are 
identified, campuses should consider what these differences mean and develop strategies to 
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address them. This implication should remind higher education institutions that beyond 
furthering a civic ethos on campus generally, it important to think about who these efforts are 
designed for and aimed towards.  
A review of the literature identified a single study about shaping campus climate for civic 
learning and engagement. In their qualitative study, Thomas and Brower (2017) focused on 
political climates. Our findings affirm, strengthen, and expand upon their work by employing 
different definitional and methodological approaches. Creating a campus climate that furthers the 
civic mission of higher education may seem ephemeral but doing so merits considerable 
attention (National Task Force, 2012; Sponsler & Hartley, 2013). Thomas and Brower (2017) 
identified faculty-led efforts as supporting the civic climate. The importance of faculty and other 
campus professionals shaping the civic campus environment is reflected in other work 
(Barnhardt et al., 2015; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011). Our findings demonstrate that faculty, 
student affairs professionals, and administrators indeed relate to students’ perceptions of the 
climate for civic learning and engagement, raising the question, “How should campus 
professionals engage in this advocacy?” 
Civic learning and engagement is characterized by working to improve the welfare of 
others in a community, and associated traits include purposefulness, social awareness, and 
collaboration (Knefelkamp & O’Neill, 2010). Examining the civic engagement movement in 
higher education, Saltmarsh and Hartley (2011) found advocacy efforts often stayed within the 
status quo, suggesting “encouraging students to understand and question the social and political 
factors that cause social problems and challenge them–at best remain hoped-for by-products” (p. 
290). Despite this, these kinds of outcomes should be central to climates for civic learning and 
engagement. Saltmarsh and Hartley outlined a path for campus professionals’ advocacy. 
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Advocates for a civic climate should openly recognize the flow of knowledge and expertise 
between their campus and the community as multi-directional, engage students in cooperative 
and deliberative problem-solving processes, and help students see politics through a lens of 
patterns of power, without reducing politics to partisanship advocacy (Saltmarsh & Hartley, 
2011). This work will not always be easy, but it is clear that without the work of student affairs 
professionals and others across campus, students will not fully recognize the civic dimensions of 
their collegiate experience.  
Thomas and Brower (2017) found that diversity contributed to the campus climate 
through both compositional and social characteristics (i.e., a perspective through which students 
learned about structures of power and discrimination). Compositional diversity (i.e., DDI) was 
not significant in our model, suggesting the mere presence of a racially heterogeneous population 
does not yield more positive perceptions of climate. It is possible the institutions studied by 
Thomas and Brower harness compositional diversity differently than institutions in this study. 
Our finding that diversity coursework is associated with positive perceptions of climate supports 
the connection between diversity as a social characteristic and climate. Diversity as a social 
characteristic was operationalized by students’ perception that faculty teach about diverse 
intellectual viewpoints, which is positively associated with climate for civic learning and 
engagement. A challenge for student affairs and faculty is that diversity and civic efforts are 
often disconnected from one another on campus (Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011). Yet, experiences 
with diversity and difference shape perceptions of the Climate for Contributing to a Larger 
Community. This finding presents an opportunity for practitioners who engage in diversity or 
civic work to recognize their shared mission and come together. This recommendation matches 
other scholars who advocate institutionalizing civic engagement (Sponsler & Hartley, 2013). 
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Establishing partnerships that acknowledge their inter-related goals and outcomes will allow 
institutions, and particularly student affairs, to leverage resources for multiple goals 
simultaneously. 
In Thomas and Brower’s (2017) study, pervasive political discussions shaped campus 
climate. These discussions were characterized by a commitment to engage with others and the 
free expression of dissenting viewpoints. Our study identified a positive relationship between 
perceived safety in holding unpopular positions and perceptions of the Climate for Contributing 
to a Larger Community. Student affairs professionals and faculty must work together in creating 
an environment students recognize as welcoming to diverse viewpoints. We acknowledge 
tensions that exist between supporting unpopular opinions and protecting against views that 
make campus feel less inclusive. For example, Morse (2018) examined tensions between First 
Amendment rights and controversial speakers. He identified effective strategies for student 
affairs professionals to navigate these challenges. Legal principles (e.g. time, place, and manner; 
forum designations; and due process) both protect and reserve institutions’ rights to restrict 
speech. Beyond these principles, Morse identified steps student affairs professionals and campus 
administrators may employ when confronted with events likely to feature non-inclusive speech, 
without violating First Amendment principles: (1) integrate campus stakeholders in event 
planning, management, and assessment; (2) communicate with campus constituencies while 
explaining the campus’ responsibility to uphold the First Amendment, acknowledging some 
views do not represent the values and principles of campus or an inclusive democratic society; 
(3) embrace safety as the primary responsibility of the campus around controversial speech; and 
(4) remember that free speech is fundamental to higher education’s educational and civic 
mission.   
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We wish to mention a final implication for practice regarding the positive association of 
first-year seminars and negative association of class year found in our results. These findings 
suggest first-year seminars shape initially positive perceptions of the climate for CLC that tend to 
wane over time. It is not uncommon or unwise for campuses to spend more resources on 
students’ early years to ensure their integration to campus. As students move through college, 
resources may be redirected towards post-collegiate concerns (e.g., career development). These 
are important and well-warranted efforts, but campuses should make sure that this reallocation 
does not occur at the expense of education’s civic purpose. Designing civically-focused 
experiences later in college will remind students that even though they are nearing the end of 
their time on campus, their responsibility to the larger community does not end upon graduation. 
Conclusion 
 The National Task Force of Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement (2012) 
recommended higher education institutions adopt an ethos supportive of the civic mission of 
higher education. The present study is the first quantitative study to examine potential levers to 
influence students’ perception of climate for civic learning and engagement. Findings show that 
students’ identities are related to how they perceive campus, that campus professionals play a 
key role in shaping student perceptions, and that students’ subjective understanding of the 
environment is key in shaping perceptions of climate. Harnessing these findings will allow 
higher education institutions to take action to improve student perceptions of climate and, in turn, 
further students’ civic learning and development.    
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Table 1: Participant Characteristics 
 
 N Percent 
Gender   
Men* 4,578 33.2 
Women 9,202 66.8 
   
Race   
Non-resident/ International  676 4.9 
Asian-American 1,511 11.0 
Black/African-American 812 5.9 
Latino/a 1,701 12.3 
White* 8,593 62.4 
Multiracial 487 3.5 
   
Parental Education   
No College 2,881 20.9 
Some College 3,051 22.1 
Four-year Degree* 7,848 57.0 
   
Class Year   
First-Year  2,275 16.5 
Sophomore 2,645 19.2 
Junior 4,022 29.2 
Senior 4,838 35.1 
N=13,780   







Table 2: Summary of Variables 
 
 Mean SD Range 
Individual-Level Variables    
Women .67 .47 .00–1.00 
Non-Resident/International .05 .22 .00–1.00 
Asian-American .11 .31 .00–1.00 
Black/African-American .06 .24 .00–1.00 
Latino/a .12 .33 .00–1.00 
Multiracial .04 .18 .00–1.00 
Parents with no college  .21 .41 .00–1.00 
Parents with some college, no 4-year degree .22 .42 .00–1.00 
Openness to Diversity and Challenge (ODC) .00 1.00 -5.80 – 2.46 
Pre-collegiate commitment to contribute to the greater good .00 1.00 -3.42 – 1.46 
Class Year 2.83 1.08 1.00 – 4.00 
Participation in First-Year Seminar .66 .47 .00–1.00 
Participation in Study Abroad .16 .37 .00–1.00 
Participation in service-learning courses .81 .86 .00–2.00 
Participation in internships .44 .71 .00–2.00 
Participation in diversity courses and/or workshops .69 .78 .00–2.00 
Time spent volunteering  .00 1.00 -1.10 – 4.54 
Time spent volunteering (squared) 1.00 2.40 .00 – 20.65 
Time spent studying .00 1.00 -2.44 – 2.03 
Time spent studying (squared) 1.00 1.15 .00 – 5.94 
Time spent participating in student organizations  .00 1.00 -.95 – 4.03 
Time spent participating in student organizations (squared) 1.00 2.03 .00 – 22.52 
Time spent socializing with friends .00 1.00 -1.71 – 2.52 
Time spent socializing with friends (squared) 1.00 1.51 .00 – 6.37 
Time spent praying or participating in religious activities .00 1.00 -.77 – 5.46 
Time spent praying or participating in religious activities (squared) 1.00 2.86 .00 – 29.80 
Faculty teach about considering diverse intellectual viewpoints  .00 1.00 -3.39 – 1.17 
It is safe to hold unpopular positions on this campus .00 1.00 -2.44 – 1.49 
Climate for Advocating to Contribute to a Larger Community .00 1.00 -3.00 – 1.75 
Institution-Level Variables    
Public Institution .53 .50 .00–1.00 
Diversity Density Index .56 .15 .27 – .74 
Carnegie Engaged Campus Classification .72 .45 .00–1.00 
Institution Size: Small .34 .47 .00–1.00 






Table 3: Results 
 
 Unconditional Model Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Intercept  .02 .10 .12* -.43 -.12 
Women  .05** .04* .01 .01 .01 
Non-Resident/International  -.10** -.11** -.10** -.10** -.10** 
Asian-American  -.02 -.05 -.04 -.04 -.04 
Black/African-American  -.06 -.08* -.08** -.09** -.07** 
Latino/a  -.01 -.03 -.05* -.05* -.05* 
Multiracial  -.07 -.09* -.07* -.07* -.07* 
Parents with no college   .03 .03 -.01 -.01 -.01 
Parents with some college  .07*** .08*** .04* .04* .04* 
Openness to Diversity and Challenge  .26*** .27*** .11*** .11*** .10*** 
Pre-collegiate commitment   .23*** .21*** .13*** .13*** .13*** 
Class Year   -.06*** -.03*** -.03*** -.03*** 
First-Year Seminar   .07*** .03* .03* .03* 
Study Abroad   -.06** -.03 -.03  
Service-learning courses   .06*** .02 .02  
Participation in internships   -.01 -.01 -.01  
Diversity courses and/or workshops   .05*** .02* .02* .02* 
Volunteering    -.01 .00 .00  
Volunteering (squared)   -.01 .00 .00  
Studying   .02** .02* .02* .02* 
Studying (squared)   -.03*** -.02** -.02** -.02** 
Student organizations    -.03* -.01 -.02  
Student organizations (squared)   .00 .00 .00  
Socializing with friends   .00 -.01 -.01 -.01 
Socializing with friends (squared)   .01 .01 .01* .01* 
Religious activities and participation   .06*** .02 .02  
Religious activities and participation (squared)   -.01 .00 .00  
Faculty teach about considering diverse intellectual viewpoints    .17*** .17*** .17*** 
It is safe to hold unpopular positions on this campus    .11*** .11*** .11*** 
Climate for Advocating to Contribute to a Larger Community    .39*** .39*** .39*** 
Institution-Level Variables       
Public Institution     .10  




Table 3 Continued 
 
 Unconditional Model Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Carnegie Engaged Campus Classification     .11  
Institution Size: Small     .54* .34** 
Institution Size: Medium     .42* .28* 
σ2 (residual level 1 variance) .9331*** .76 .75 .52 .52 .52 
Tau (residual level 2 variance) .0599** .06 .05 .06 .04 .04 
Intra-class correlation (ICC) .0603      
Level 1 Variance Explained   18.68% 19.93% 44.41% 44.41% 44.41% 
Level 2 Variance Explained  - - - 28.21% 28.21% 
Total Variance Explained  17.43% 18.60% 41.44% 43.13% 43.13% 
Change in Variance Explained   +1.17% +22.84% +1.69 - 
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Abstract 
This manuscript asks, “How do college students’ background, collegiate engagement, and 
perceptions of the campus climate relate to the development of an activist orientation?” This 
study frames activism broadly as engagement in collective, social-political action using the 
Activism Orientation Scale (AOS) and used data collected in 2015 and 2016 from 1,608 students 
at four four-year institutions. This study adds to the growing literature that connects the 
subjective environment to student outcomes and emphasizes the conceptual value of campus 
climates for student development. Consistent with previous scholarship, participation in learning 
communities, study abroad, volunteering, and participating in student organizations were 
associated with greater propensities for activism. Meaningful engagement with peers and 
perceiving a positive Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community were also positively 
related to AOS. Two key findings were inconsistent with previous scholarship. Participation in 
service-learning and the Climate for Perspective Taking were negatively associated with AOS. 
Findings emphasize that not all civic outcomes are the same, finding some may be in tension. 
Therefore, that clearly conceptualizing citizenship and explicitly operationalizing civic outcomes 
is important.   
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Introduction 
Two important premises at the core of the American democracy are inclusion and dissent 
(Inazu, 2016; Obama, 2017). Inclusion encompasses the continually developing and moving 
boundary of who is allowed membership, access, and opportunity in a democratic society. 
Dissent, on the other hand, is the right of citizens to challenge established norms, especially 
when they come into conflict with strongly held beliefs. This study considers questions of 
democratic dissent.  
Higher education in the United States has a key role in supporting both inclusion and 
dissent (National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Education [National Task 
Force], 2012; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011; Stoecker, 2015). One way higher education fulfills this 
responsibility is the development of undergraduate students’ civic learning.  Howard (2001) 
defined civic learning as “any learning that contributes to student preparation for community or 
public involvement in a diverse democratic society” (p. 45). Civic learning is operationalized 
through many outcomes (e.g., knowledge, skills, attitudes) and includes practices of democratic 
dissent (Hemer & Reason, 2017; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011; Torney-Purta, Cabrera, Roohr, Liu, 
& Rios, 2015). Scholars suggest that for individuals to feel comfortable engaging in dissent, they 
must develop a perspective that embraces collective problem-solving and social action; a process 
that unfolds over time, but once developed, persists across the life course (Corning & Myers, 
2002; McAdam, 1989; Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997). Activism is a multidimensional 
construct representing many different practices of dissent (Corning & Myers, 2002; Duncan, 
2012; Tarrow, 1998). This study builds from the dissent premise of democracy and investigates 
how college students’ background, engagement, and environment are related to their activist 
orientation. 
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The word activism commonly evokes ideas of protest and extra-institutional behavior, 
which may carry connotations of radical action (Corning & Myers, 2002; Kezar, 2010). Yet, 
expressing dissent by engaging in extra-institutional activism is not wholly independent from 
more conventional social action-taking (Corning & Myers, 2002; Hart & Gullan, 2010; Tarrow, 
1998). Cabrera, Matias, and Montoya (2017) suggest there are many types of activism, and rarely 
does higher education research in this area offer a definition for the term. If activism is singularly 
conceptualized as protest and disruptive action, then scholarship may underestimate or 
marginalize highly committed individuals who consistently engage in more traditional, 
institutionalized, low-risk, or subtle forms of dissent (Corning & Myers, 2002; Hart & Gullan, 
2010; Kezar, 2010). Therefore, activism in this study is understood broadly, defined as 
engagement in “various collective, social-political, problem-solving behaviors spanning a range 
from low-risk, passive, and institutionalized acts to high-risk, active, and unconventional 
behaviors” (p. 704, Corning & Myers, 2002). 
Theoretical Framing 
Before examining what is currently known about activism in higher education, it is 
important to situate this study theoretically. I address two theoretical issues before moving into 
this study. First, I consider the idea of development and situate activism in this conversation. 
Then I examine the present study through the lens of ecological systems.   
Developing an Activist Orientation  
Student development is a term used extensively in the study of college students. 
However, on occasion, this term may lack utility due to nonspecific meaning (Patton, Renn, 
Guido, & Quaye, 2016). Therefore, establishing what is meant by “development” merits 
attention. Broadly, human development is change that occurs over time, has a direction, is 
represented by increasing organization of complexity or structure, and may occur in different 
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domains (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 1992/2005; Patton et al., 2016). For this study, development is 
defined as  
the process through which the growing person acquires a more extended, differentiated, 
and valid conception of the ecological environment, and becomes motivated and able to 
engage in activities that reveal the properties of, sustain, or restructure that environment 
at levels of similar or greater complexity in form and content. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 
27) 
Bronfenbrenner’s definition implies developmental change over time results in greater 
complexity, has continuity, and takes place in both perception and action. 
Civic learning is a developmental process (Corning & Myers, 2002; Johnson, 2017; 
Knefelkamp, 2008; Youniss et al., 1997). Some scholars suggest activism is an acted behavior 
rather than a developmental construct (Cabrera et al., 2017). This study is different, employing a 
developmental lens in framing activism. Consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s definition of 
development, an individual’s orientation towards activism can change, and this orientation is 
durable across the life course as it changes and becomes more sophisticated (Corning & Myers, 
2002; Duncan, 2012; McAdam, 1989).  
Corning and Myers created a measure (i.e., Activism Orientation Scale [AOS]) for their 
generalized definition of activism, embedded in the broad concept of collective, social-political 
problem-solving. The AOS avoids dichotomized categories of activist/non-activist, with higher 
scores on the AOS indicating more sophisticated ways of engaging in collective action (Corning 
& Myers, 2002). Activism has three requirements: (1) activism must be situated in collective, 
rather than individual interests, (2) activism must address some perceived problem or injustice 
affecting a collective, and (3) activism must be concerned with producing or preventing change. 
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Corning and Myers’ definition is broad, prioritizing the developmental structures of activism 
rather than the content associated with specific social issues – something that other scholars have 
highlighted as a strength of their approach (Fietzer & Ponterotto, 2015). Differentiating structure 
and content is common in theories of human and college student development (e.g., Erikson, 
Kegan, Kohlberg, Perry, Gilligan, Fowler; see Patton et al., 2016). Thought students may have 
different beliefs about a social issue, their structures for interpreting information and strategies 
for activism may be similar. 
This should not be interpreted as a relativistic argument that every socio-political 
viewpoint has an equivalent orientation to collective action. Inter-individual differences in life 
experience (e.g., personal experiences with discrimination, membership in social groups targeted 
by oppression, perceived injustices based on individual or group characteristics, access to party-
based or issue-based social movement organizations) influence both the content of activists’ 
value-judgements and the complexity of their developmental structures (Duncan, 2012). 
Examining activism from a position that foregrounds developmental structure has benefits for 
higher education scholars. It allows for generalizability between groups of students as pertinent 
social issues change (e.g., structures of activism for students concerned with LGBT rights are not 
wholly different from those concerned with climate change). Also, this approach allows for 
comparisons between groups of students who may hold different value-judgements on the same 
contested social issues (e.g., gun control and gun rights activists; pro-life and pro-choice 
activists). A final benefit of this approach is that it does not bifurcate students into a non-
activist/activist dichotomy, recognizing that all students have the potential to become more 
participatory members of their communities.  
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Ecological Systems  
Kurt Lewin (1936) believed the environment was not physical but rather psychological, 
proposing that behavior (B) is a function of the interaction between the person (P) and the 
environment (E), expressed as B = f (PE). Bronfenbrenner (1979; 1992/2005), building from 
Lewin, suggested development (D) is also the product of the interaction between person and 
environment. This study uses Bronfenbrenner’s Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) 
framework (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Bronfenbrenner, 1992/2005) to investigate 
development from an ecological lens. Process (i.e., P) is the development of an activist 
orientation and is theorized to take place through reciprocal interaction between college students 
(i.e., P) and their proximal environments (i.e., C) considering time (i.e., T).  
Ecological theories place people within an environment, note that developmental 
processes are influenced by personal characteristics, and emphasize that perceptions of and 
attitudes about that environment are powerful tools for shaping learning and development. 
Bronfenbrenner acknowledged the biological aspects of the person, but he spent more time 
talking about personal characteristics. Personal characteristics included identity-based 
characteristics. They also include developmentally instigative characteristics, which are inter-
individual differences developed by past experiences and related to personality, motivation, and 
temperament (Bronfenbrenner, 1992/2005; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). 
When conceptualizing the environment (or context), rather than focus on the physical or 
objective environment, ecological theories of development emphasize psychological or 
subjective aspects of the environment. Context consists of overlapping and interacting layers of 
the environment. Bronfenbrenner identified four types of contexts. Microsystems are most 
proximal to the developing person and are the “pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal 
relations experienced by the developing person” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 22). Examples of 
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microsystems in higher education include peer groups, academic classes, student organizations 
and student engagement (Renn & Arnold, 2003). The mesosystem is a structure of microsystems 
and “comprises the interrelations among two or more settings in which the developing person 
actively participates” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 25). The exosystem does not involve the person 
as an active participant, but events that occur in the exosystem shape microsystems and the 
mesosystem. The macrosystem is a higher-order system and consists of overarching patterns 
between the lower-order systems. These contexts are embedded in a larger system – time or the 
chronosystem. Bronfenbrenner suggested time is a methodological concept that differentiates it 
from other theoretical systems. In research design, the concept of time may take on several roles 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986; 1992/2005). Time is ideally represented by longitudinal models, but this 
is not a requirement (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). As a methodological concept, time may be 
conceptualized as a snapshot in a person’s life with key retrospective data, important transitions 
in the life course, or energy expended within an environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 1986; 
1992/2005). Time is considered in three ways in this study. First, because the data is cross-
sectional, some questions ask about retrospective experiences. Second, students report their 
hourly involvement in a typical week as a representation of energy expended on an activity, and 
third, class year is a proxy for time spent in a university environment. 
Literature Review 
After theoretically framing this investigation I examine relevant literature. First, I review 
previous studies in higher education related to activism, focusing on their content and normative 
operationalization of activism. Then I examine literature related to college student civic 
development. Finally, I briefly review relevant literature related to campus climate and 
associated civic learning.   
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Higher Education Research on Activism 
Much of the higher education scholarship on activism is centered on forms of activism 
such as protest, agitation, or disruptive acts that entail an element of risk for students (Astin, 
Astin, Bayer, & Bisconti, 1975; Cabrera et al., 2017; Rhoads, 1998; Barnhardt, 2015). This 
research has typically examined historical trends or strategies of protest (Astin et al., 1975; 
Broadhurst, 2014; Kimball, Moore, Vaccaro, Troiano, & Newman, 2016; Linder, Myers, Riggle, 
& Lacy, 2016, Rhoads, 1998; 2016), college students’ active participation in protests and other 
forms of campus unrest (Astin et al., 1975; Barnhardt, 2015; Biddix, 2014; Biddix, Somers, & 
Polman, 2009; Rhoads, 1998), characteristics of students who engage in activism (Hope, Keels, 
& Durkee, 2016; Muñoz, 2015; Linder & Rodriguez, 2012; Pasque & Vargas, 2014; Rhoads, 
1998; Warnock & Hurst, 2016), student outcomes of participating in activism (Astin et al., 1975; 
Biddix et al., 2009; Rhoads, 1998), how faculty and staff might support or respond to activism 
(Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016; Kezar, 2010; Kirk Anderson, 2018; Linder et al., 2016), and 
identifying campus characteristics that support student action (Baker & Blissett, 2018; 
Barnhardt, 2015; Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016; Martin, 2014). Cabrera and colleagues (2017) 
suggested that student activism and campus-based diversity movements are closely tied, 
highlighting the common practice of studying activism from an issue-specific lens (Hoffman & 
Mitchell, 2016; Hope et al., 2016; Linder et al., 2016; Muñoz, 2015). Some higher education 
scholarship has advocated framing activism broadly (Kezar, 2010; Kimball et al., 2016), but this 
is not the norm. Other scholars have examined a generalized social-political involvement without 
framing it as activism (Trolian & Barnhardt, 2017). Previous research has also suggested 
participating in protest serves as a pathway for students to learn about democratic processes and 
engage actively in citizenship roles (Kezar, 2010). Less attention has been given to how higher 
education helps students develop an enduring orientation to engage in more generalized 
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understandings of activism (i.e., collective, social-political action), and no study in higher 
education has utilized the Activism Orientation Scale. 
Civic Development in Higher Education 
 Next, I examine higher education literature related to civic identity development. An 
understanding of activism from a developmental perspective should be informed by literature 
related to the development of civic identity (Bringle, Clayton, & Bringle, 2015; Johnson, 2017; 
Mitchell, Battistoni, Keene, & Reiff, 2013; Weerts & Cabrera, 2015). Great attention has been 
focused on outcomes of civic engagement in higher education research (Hemer & Reason, 2017; 
Torney-Purta et al., 2015); less attention has been paid to an underlying multi-dimensional, 
construct associated with development (Hemer & Reason, 2017; Johnson, 2017; Knefelkamp, 
2008). Johnson (2017) explored the developmental trajectory of civic identity via a grounded 
theory study of students who “valued civic involvement, were engaged in their communities, and 
were reflective of their experiences” (p. 34). Johnson theorized five positions of civic 
development and key influences that mediated the transition between positions. These positions 
were nascent awareness (i.e., “part of what I notice”), emergent exploration (i.e., “part of what I 
do”), developing commitment (i.e., “part of who I want to be”), deepening commitment (i.e., 
“part of who I am”) and integration (i.e., who I am”). 
Johnson found that most students moved through nascent awareness into emergent 
exploration (position two) before entering college, that most students were in this position 
entering college, and that a small minority had entered developing commitment (position three). 
Across positions, key influences for transition included family, pre-collegiate experiences, 
cohort-based experiences, coursework/academic major, non-civic involvement, perspective-
taking practices, diversity experiences, study abroad, and peer relationships (Johnson, 2017). 
Many of these factors are supported by other research on civic learning and development 
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(Bowman, 2011; Bringle et al., 2015; Howe & Fosnacht, 2017; Mayhew et al., 2016; Mitchell et 
al., 2013; Trolian & Barnhardt, 2017; Weerts & Cabrera, 2015). When possible, these key 
influences of civic identity were incorporated into this study. Johnson (2017) also highlighted the 
importance of environments which allow students to further their development, noting the role of 
environment is less prominent than educational practices in the scholarship on civic 
development.  
Campus Context and Environment 
Johnson (2017) found students’ environment shaped their civic identity, and he noted the 
role of the environment was less prominent than educational practices in this scholarship. 
According to ecological systems, students’ contexts are key forces in shaping development. 
Many of the educational practices cited above can be framed as proximal microsystems, which 
shape student development (Renn & Arnold, 2003). Among these important developmental 
contexts is peer interactions (Renn & Arnold, 2003; Terenzini & Reason, 2005). Mayhew and 
colleagues (2016) suggest peer interactions “probably have the second largest impact of any 
form of interpersonal experiences” (p. 553), finding they are related to many outcomes including 
cognition, identity, autonomy, well-being, and retention/graduation. Peer engagement is also 
influential to students’ civic learning (Johnson, 2017; Mayhew et al., 2016).  
Campus climate is another aspect of campus context (Mayhew et al., 2016; National Task 
Force, 2012; Ryder & Mitchell, 2013). Campus climates are an influential, malleable aspect of 
the organizational environment that may be leveraged for student learning (Peterson, Cameron, 
Jones, Mets, & Ettington, 1986). Campus climate is defined as “a measure of people’s attitudes 
about, perceptions of, and experiences within a specified environment” (Ryder & Mitchell, 2013, 
p. 34). Most studies related to campus climate examine race, gender, or diversity (Hart & 
Fellabaum, 2008). However, Peterson and colleagues (1986) emphasize that many climates 
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coexist and studying climate(s) requires specifying a referent. From an ecological systems 
perspective these various climates can be conceptualized as multiple measures of the 
mesosystem, which incorporates the interactions between microsystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 
In 2012, the National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement recommended 
that college campuses adopt a campus-wide ethos supportive of the civic mission of higher 
education. And research related to students’ civic learning has noted the importance of campus 
context and climate (Kezar & Maxey, 2014; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011).  
Research Question and Present Study 
The guiding research question for this study was, “How do college students’ background, 
collegiate engagement, and perceptions of the campus climate relate to the development of an 
activist orientation?” This present study investigated social-political activism from an ecological-
developmental perspective. This different and important lens for higher education researchers 
contributes to an understanding of how higher education may fulfill its civic purpose and support 
students’ orientation towards democratic dissent. This study employed Corning and Myers’ 
(2002) Activism Orientation Scale (AOS). No peer-reviewed, published study in higher 
education scholarship that has used AOS as the outcome was identified. Analyses proceeded in 
multiple steps. First, I utilized means-difference tests to make choices about grouping socio-
demographic identity groups (Garvey, 2017). Next, before proceeding to final analyses, an 
unconditional model tested for multi-level effects. Finally, three models utilizing OLS regression 
were run, introducing variables in conceptually-related blocks.   
Data and Methodology 
This study utilized data collected through the Personal and Social Responsibility 
Inventory (PSRI). The PSRI is a survey that assesses five dimensions of campus climate: (a) 
Striving for Excellence, (b) Cultivating Academic Integrity, (c) Contributing to a Larger 
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Community, (d) Taking Seriously the Perspectives of Others, and (e) Developing Competence in 
Ethical and Moral Reasoning and Action and was created as part of the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) Core Commitments Initiative (Musil, 2013). Institutions 
included in the sample elected to participate in the survey. During the 2015 and 2016 PSRI 
administrations, the AOS was added as an additional outcome scale at some participating 
institutions (three private, one public; three classified as medium-sized, one as small). The 
sample consisted of 1,608 students at four four-year institutions (within institution sample ranged 
from 245 to 567).  
Using IPEDS racial-ethnic categories, 74% of students identified as White, 11.4% as 
Black/African-American, 5.7% as multiracial, 3.7% as non-resident or international students, 
2.7% as Asian-American, and 2.5% as Latinx. Two racial groups were removed from the study 
due to concerns associated with small sample size and limited statistical power (Hawaiian or 
Pacific Islander, n=4; American Indian/Native American, n=15; Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 
2003). Sixty-seven percent of students identified as women, 31.2% as men, 1.8% as transgender 
or gender non-conforming. Despite concerns associated with small sample sizes, transgender 
students (n = 29) remained in the sample because their scores on AOS was significantly higher 
than both men and women (F(2,1605) = 6.43, p < .01) according to a Bonferroni post-hoc test. 
However, I urge caution when interpreting the parameter estimate for transgender students 
because of statistical power concerns and concerns related to collinearity with sexual identity 
(83% of transgender or gender-nonconforming students identified as lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
queer, or questioning (LGBQ)). Fifteen percent of students identified as LGBQ. After testing for 
between-group differences on the outcome (F (3,230) = 2.18, p > .05), LGBQ students were 
combined into a single group (Garvey, 2017). Other participant characteristics are in Table 1.  
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Outcome Variable 
Activist Orientation, operationalized by the Activist Orientation Scale (AOS), was the 
outcome for this study (Corning & Myers, 2002). The AOS is was developed as a “theoretically-
grounded, psychometrically-sound, scale that assesses individuals’ propensities to engage in 
activist behaviors” (p. 723). The AOS consists of 35 items divided into two subscales – 
Conventional Activism and High-Risk Activism. This study uses only the conventional subscale, 
which is composed of 28 items (M = 32.32; SD = 16.71; α = 0.97; see Table 2). Items asked 
student about their propensity to engage behaviors on a 4-point scale ranging from extremely 
unlikely to extremely likely, with higher scores representing greater levels of commitment and 
developmental complexity towards activism (Corning & Myers, 2002). 
The AOS examines behavioral intentions rather than behaviors. Corning and Myers 
(2002) argued this approach is appropriate because the desire to be engaged in activism precedes 
subsequent engagement in activism. They acknowledged general attitudes are poor predictors of 
specific behaviors, yet the measurement of a broad set of related behaviors is predicted by a 
preponderance of corresponding attitudes (the approach taken by the AOS). The approach of the 
AOS is also supported in Bowman’s (2011) meta-analysis of 27 studies of diversity experiences 
and civic learning, he found no difference in effect size between behaviors and behavioral 
intentions. Corning and Myers further established empirical evidence of validity by testing the 
scale in diverse samples (i.e., a student labor union, women’s studies students, sociology 
students) and with a range of issue-specific activist measures. Other scholars have provided 
evidence of the AOS’ validity in relation to social justice scales (Fietzer & Ponterotto, 2015), 
and the conventional subscale invariantly predicted political self-efficacy among Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrival (DACA), non-DACA Hispanic, and non-Hispanic White students 
(Cardenas et al., 2018).  
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Predictor Variables 
 Predictor variables were entered in three conceptually-related blocks. Entering variables 
in blocks allows for greater understanding of how these clusters account for the total variance 
explained by the model. Model 1 included person-centered variables. Model 2 added student 
experiences and engagement. Model 3 introduced measures of the subjective environment, key in 
ecological systems theories. Analytic descriptive statistics for all predictors can be found in 
Table 3.  
 Model 1 included multiple person-centered variables. Variables for gender were included 
(i.e., women and transgender/gender nonconforming), with men serving as the referent group. 
Variables for race used IPEDS classifications and included nonresident/international, Asian-
American, Black/African-American, Latinx, and multiracial categories, with white students as 
the referent. LGBQ students were included to represent sexual identity, with heterosexual 
students serving as the referent. Age was included as a continuous variable. First-generation 
status was included (i.e., parents with no college, parents with some college but no degree), with 
a college-educated parent serving as the referent. Finally, pre-college commitment to contribute 
to the greater good was included as a developmentally instigative characteristic.  
 Model 2 introduced student experiences and engagement. Class year and academic major 
were included. Academic majors include: Arts & Humanities, Biological Sciences, Business, 
Education, Physical Sciences, Professional and Technical degrees, Social Sciences, and 
undecided/other majors. Majors were coded using unweighted effects coding, which allows 
parameter estimates for every category to be calculated with the referent point being the 
unweighted mean of all categories (Cohen et al., 2003). Model 2 also included participation in 
study abroad, service-learning, learning communities, and diversity courses and/or workshops 
(all coded 0 = never, 1 = one time, 2 = two or more times). Finally, model two included the time 
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students spend in an average week volunteering, participating in student organizations, and 
socializing with friends (coded 0 = Never; 1 = One to two hours per week; 2 = Three to five 
hours per week; 3 = Six to ten hours per week; 4 = 11 to 15 hours per week; 5 = 16 to 20 hours 
per week; 6 = 20+ hours per week). In preliminary analyses these terms were included along 
with their squared terms, to check for curvilinear relationships (Bowman & Trolian, 2017), but 
no curvilinear relationships were identified.  
 The final model, model 3, introduced measures of the subjective environment. Four 
measures were included, one single-item variable and three latent variables. The single-item was 
“I have meaningful discussions with other students about the need to contribute to the greater 
good” and represents student peer culture at the institution. Two of the latent variables were from 
the Contributing to a Larger Community Dimension the PSRI, one was from Taking Seriously 
the Perspectives of Others dimension. The Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community (3 
items, M= 4.11, SD = 0.78, α = 0.81; see Chapter 2) and Climate for Advocacy to Contribute to a 
Larger Community (3 items, M = 3.69, SD = 0.92, α= 0.87; see Chapter 2) were the two latent 
variables from the Contributing to a Larger Community Dimension of Climate. The Climate for 
Perspective Taking (6 items, M = 3.93, SD = 0.83, α = 0.89) was the variable from the 
perspective taking dimension. Sample items included, “Helping students recognize the 
importance of taking seriously the perspectives of others is a major focus of this campus”, 
“Faculty at this institution help students think through new and challenging ideas or 
perspectives”, and “Students at this institution are respectful of one another when discussing 
controversial issues or perspectives”.  
Analytic Approach 
Working with survey data in higher education research often requires addressing item 
nonresponse, also known as missing data (Cox, McIntosh, Reason, & Terenzini, 2014). To 
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address concerns associated with missing data I utilized expectation maximization function in 
SPSS version 24 to estimate missing values (Cox et al., 2014). After imputation and prior to 
analysis, the outcome variable and predictor variables with non-meaningful zero points were 
centered (Cohen et al., 2003). Normality of continuous variables was within acceptable limits for 
regression. Preliminary analyses showed that multi-collinearity was not a concern. Finally, 
because non-zero predictors and the outcome variable were standardized, corresponding 
unstandardized parameter estimates represent a standardized regression coefficient. When 
interpreting standardized coefficients in higher education research, I interpreted an effect as 
small if the estimate is close to 0.06, medium if the estimate is close to 0.12, and large if the 
estimate is close to or larger than 0.20 (Mayhew et al., 2016). This study is a multi-institutional 
study, and after preparing the data, an unconditional model containing no predictors examined 
individual student and institution levels to parse the variance for AOS. Institution level variance 
was nonsignificant, likely due to limited statistical power at the institution level (Cohen et al., 
2003); therefore, we proceed with OLS regression. 
Limitations 
There were four key limitations to our study. First, campuses who participate in the PSRI 
choose to participate. It is likely these institutions are active in promoting aspects of personal and 
social responsibility. Self-selection into the sample could limit generalizability of findings. 
Second, because data is cross-sectional, causal inferences should not be made. Rather this study 
demonstrated potentially important associations between variables of interest. Another limitation 
was associated with the composition of the analytic sample. Some groups were removed due to 
small sample sizes, and many minoritized identity groups have smaller than ideal sample sizes. 
Therefore, findings of non-significance should be taken with caution. Finally, as is true for 
almost all surveys, the potential for non-response bias is a concern.  However, surveys with large 
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sampling frames, like the PSRI, are relatively robust against the potential for non-response bias 
(Fosnacht, Sarraf, Howe, & Peck, 2017), mitigating some of this concern. 
Results 
The present study examined students’ orientation to activism. Table 4 presents the results 
of the three models. Model 1 entered person-centered variables and explained 7.7% of variance 
in the outcome.  Model 2 added student experiences and engagement, explaining 18.6% of total 
variance. Model 3 included items related to subjective environment, increasing total variance 
explained by 9.7%, to 28.3% of students’ AOS scores.  
 Characteristics of participants explained 7.7% of total variance, suggesting students’ 
identities directly influence their propensity to engage in activism. Women scored lower than 
men on AOS (b = -.14, p < .01). Asian-American students scored lower than White students (b = 
-.41, p < .001). LGBQ students were more likely to engage in activism than their heterosexual 
peers (b = .27, p < .001). Pre-collegiate commitment to contribute to the greater good was also 
significant (b = .05, p < .05). First-generation status was not significantly related to AOS.  
 Students experiences and engagement explained an additional 10.9% of variance. Two 
academic majors were significantly related to AOS: Engineers scored lower than average (b = -
.21, p < .01) and social science majors scored higher (b = .37, p < .001). Participation in learning 
communities (b = .15, p < .001) and study abroad (b = .11, p < .01) were associated with higher 
levels of activism; participating in service-learning was negatively associated with activism (b = 
-.11, p < .001). Students who spend time participating in student organizations (b = .07, p < .01) 
and volunteering (b = .07, p < .01) were more likely to have developed an activist orientation.  
 Finally, measures of subjective environment explained an additional 9.7% of variance, 
for a total of 28.3% of variance explained. Having meaningful discussions with peers about 
contributing to the greater good was the strongest predictor in the model, finding large effects (b 
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= .36, p < .001). Students’ perception of the Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community 
was associated with greater levels of activism (b = .06, p < .05), and students’ perception of the 
Climate for Perspective Taking was negatively associated with a propensity to engage in 
activism (b = -.06, p < .05).    
Discussion and Implications 
Dissent and inclusion are two premises at the core of the American democracy (Inazu, 
2016; Obama, 2017). This study investigated the premise of democratic dissent by examining the 
propensity to engage in collective, social-political problem solving. The present study employs a 
generalized understanding of activism, a unique and important lens for higher education 
researchers. This is the first study in higher education scholarship to utilize the AOS as an 
outcome measure. An examination of results reveals both expected and unexpected findings. I 
first discuss the findings which were unsurprising based on a review of higher education 
literature. I then turn my attention to unexpected findings and spend time offering an 
interpretation for them.  
Expected Relationships with Activism  
A common critique of ecological systems has been scholars’ focus of environmental 
variables over person-centered ones (Bronfenbrenner, 1992/2005). Therefore, we start with 
person-centered variables. Perhaps least surprisingly, pre-collegiate commitment to contribute to 
the greater good is related to the development of an orientation to engage in activism. This 
influence of this developmentally instigative characteristic quantitatively supports Johnson’s 
(2017) finding that students’ pre-collegiate civic development prepares students for further 
development after entering in college. There are also relationships associated with membership 
in social identity groups. Duncan (2012) suggested characteristics associated with socially-
constructed identities such as experienced (or perceived) injustice, politicized group identity, or 
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perceived efficacy are associated with collective action. There are significant relationships by 
gender, race/ethnicity, and sexual identity consistent with Duncan’s suggestions. For example, 
students identifying as LGBQ were more likely than their heterosexual peers to engage in 
activism. These findings would be enriched by further examination of how forces of injustice, 
identity, and efficacy mediate the relationships between socio-demographic identity and 
activism. Results also suggested transgender students and racially-minoritized students are not 
significantly more (or less) likely to participate in activism. However, these groups were all 
represented by smaller samples, and therefore, these findings should continue to be tested in 
future studies.  
 Beyond person-oriented variables, context-oriented variables were significant too. These 
variables represent microsystems in students’ ecological systems (Renn & Arnold, 2003). Two 
academic major programs were related to activism. Engineering students have a lower propensity 
towards activism, and social science students have higher propensities for activism. Perhaps this 
second finding is least surprising, many social science disciplines (e.g., political science, 
sociology) have been at the forefront of studying and advancing individual’s democratic 
capacities (Torney-Purta et al., 2015).  Johnson’s (2017) study on civic identity development 
identified several key influences in furthering development. Many of these variables are also 
related to greater levels of activism in this study. Johnson identified that cohort-based 
experiences, like learning communities, non-civic campus involvement, and study abroad helped 
students further their civic identity. These factors lead to higher levels of development towards 
activism too. The amount of time spent volunteering also leads to greater development towards 
activism, which is consistent with other scholarship on general social and political involvement 
(Trolian & Barnhardt, 2017).  
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The strongest predictor in the entire model is the extent to which students believe they 
have conversations with their peers about the importance to contribute to the greater good. This 
continues to affirm that students’ peers are among the most influential microsystems for student 
development (Mayhew et al., 2016; Renn & Arnold, 2003). However, when taken in 
combination with the fact that the campus professionals’ advocacy is not significantly related to 
AOS, these findings are notable. These findings might suggest that students’ orientation towards 
democratic dissent is not related to campus professionals’ advocacy, a form of institutionalized 
messaging; rather, discussions among other students, who are equals in sharing limited 
institutionalized power, support development in this area.  
The implications of these more expected findings further extend our understanding of 
experiences and practices that support civic learning. They are encouraging because development 
of an orientation to engage in activism can occur alongside development of civic identity and 
other civic outcomes. These findings strengthen justifications for institutionalizing practices such 
as study abroad, learning communities, and efforts to extend civic learning into STEM majors. 
These findings also help campus professionals recognize identity-based groups on campus, such 
as LGBQ students, that are likely to engage in activism and consider how to support these 
students. However, not all the findings were expected. Turning to those raises questions. 
Unexpected Associations with Activism 
There were two patterns in the results that ran counter to expectations based on previous 
literature. The first is the relationship between traditional civic engagement and activism. 
Service-learning has a medium-sized, negative association with AOS; volunteerism is positively 
related to AOS. This is striking because previous studies comparing the two experiences with 
civic outcomes typically found positive relationships for both (Mayhew et al., 2016). Despite 
these positive associations, many community-engagement scholars have argued service-learning 
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is not a panacea to questions of civic learning (Butin, 2006; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011; 
Stoecker, 2016). Preparing students to engage in democratic dissent through activism may be a 
bridge too far for service-learning. Scholars’ have critiqued the institutionalization of service-
learning – when the practice becomes embedded, supported, designed, and controlled by higher 
education institutions (Butin, 2006; Stoecker, 2016). These critiques offer a lens to understand 
the negative association with activism.  
Scholars criticized efforts to institutionalize service-learning, while recognizing service-
learning’s transformative potential (Butin, 2006; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011; Stoecker, 2016). 
Many of these critiques reconsider the premise that service-learning is not already somehow part 
of the institutional norms it attempts to modify (Butin, 2006; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011). 
Stoecker (2016) contends that institutionalized service-learning stifles dissent and “helps people 
understand and follow the bureaucratic rules rather than organize to change them” (p. 8). He 
further contends that, even when service-learning is framed as a critical pedagogy in the Freirean 
tradition, it is likely to fall short because this tradition of learning “requires personal experiences 
of oppression and exploitation that the vast majority of students lack” (p. 41). Beyond the 
pedagogical limitations there are political risks. Institutionalizing service-learning as a 
universally transformative practice may allow it to be misappropriated and drained of its value 
(Butin, 2006). If service-learning attempts to be truly radical and transformative, it faces claims 
of political bias or an ideological agenda; if service-learning attempts to become 
institutionalized, it must make attempts to be politically-balanced to avoid these attacks, losing 
its transformative power (Butin, 2006). Stoecker confronts this tension directly. He argues that 
politically controversial, issue-oriented, and activist organizations have difficulty getting 
students from institutionalized service-learning. Stoecker highlights the difference between 
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apolitical 501(c)(3) nonprofit organizations and 501(c)(4) social action organizations, explaining 
the groups in the latter classification feel excluded from access to university and college 
resources. This is despite the fact that exposure to social-action and issue-oriented groups 
supports development towards collective-action (Duncan, 2012). Considering these critiques, it 
becomes much less surprising that service-learning participation is associated with lower 
propensities towards activism. Service-learning has many positive associations with civic 
outcomes, but civic outcomes do not always align with the democratic premise of dissent. In fact, 
most civic outcomes in higher education support the democratic premise of inclusion (Hemer & 
Reason, 2017; Torney-Purta et al., 2015). Service-learning is a powerful pedagogy which can 
encourage civic learning, but not all civic learning positively influences development towards 
activism.  
The second unexpected finding is the relationships between climates and activist 
orientation. It is well documented that students’ environments shape their development (Johnson, 
2017; Mayhew et al., 2016; Renn & Arnold, 2003; Terenizini & Reason, 2005). However, the 
relationships identified in this study are unexpected. The Climate for Contributing to a Larger 
Community is positively related to activism; while the Climate for Perspective Taking is 
negatively related to activism. This is even though the two have a moderately-sized positive 
correlation (r = .56). Issues of multi-collinearity were also not a concern. Musil (2013) offered 
definitions for both. Contributing to a Larger Community is defined as, “recognizing and acting 
on one’s responsibility to the educational community and the wider society, locally, nationally, 
and globally” (p. 7); Taking Seriously the Perspectives of Others is defined as “recognizing and 
acting on the obligation to inform one’s own judgement; engaging in diverse and competing 
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perspectives as a resource for learning, citizenship, and work” (p. 7). I return to these definitions 
and offer an interpretation after reviewing potential explanations for the divergent relationships.  
 These findings are inconsistent with previous higher education research. Encounters with 
difference and engaging in perspective taking are consistently positively related to many civic 
outcomes (Bowman, 2011; Mayhew et al., 2016; Mutz, 2006; National Task Force, 2012), yet 
they are negatively related to activism in this study. In order to understand these findings, I 
turned to political psychology. Mutz (2006) examined theories of participatory democracy and 
theories of deliberative democracy, and she concluded there are tensions between the two, 
despite many conceptions of civil society blending these two goals seamlessly. This 
incompatibility is best summarized in her words, “diverse political networks foster a better 
understanding of multiple perspectives on issues and encourage political tolerance, they 
discourage political participation…it is doubtful than an extremely activist culture can also be a 
heavily deliberative one” (Mutz, 2006, p. 3). While heterogeneous networks increase political 
tolerance and decrease prejudice (Mayhew et al., 2016; Mutz, 2006), homogeneous networks 
among like-minded individuals stimulate collective action (Mutz, 2006; Tarrow, 1998). Mutz 
(2006) found that engaging in perspective taking has two mechanisms that lead to lower levels of 
activism: (1) creating ambivalence (i.e., conflicting information decreases certainty, which can 
be result in no ideological position or higher levels of integrative complexity associated with 
more balanced judgements) and (2) social accountability (i.e., engaging in activism threatens 
social relationships and risks social disharmony in one’s social network).  
 Turning back to Musil’s (2013) definitions of Contributing to a Larger Community and 
Taking Seriously the Perspectives of others with this new lens allows for insight into their 
divergent relationships with activism. Contributing to a Larger Community emphasizes action 
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and unanimity; Taking Seriously the Perspectives of Others emphasizes working across 
difference to inform oneself for citizenship. There is a theoretical and empirical overlapping 
between these concepts, but there is also the tension noted by Mutz. While these two campus 
climates may support a number of shared civic outcomes, activism is does not appear to be 
among them. Highly engaged activists are less likely to be open to hearing the perspectives of 
those with whom they disagree.  
 These unexpected findings related to service-learning and perspective taking, may at first 
seem discouraging. However, they may productively complicate conversations around civic 
learning within higher education. Democracies need many kinds of citizens, doing different 
kinds of things (Chambers, 2013). Stepping back from individual outcomes to consider a 
systemic approach to democratic education removes higher education’s burden of trying to make 
students embody all ideals of democracy simultaneously.  If every student tightly aligned 
themselves with an activist movement like the Tea Party, Occupy, or Black Lives Matter, 
conversations across difference would often find difficulty in producing productive results. And 
if every student declined to engage in collective, social-political forms of democratic dissent and 
deliberative discussion became the only form civic engagement, conversations would risk 
becoming stale and failing to address hegemonic ideas or identify new, important social-political 
agendas. This is to say that participation and deliberation are not opposites but adjacent and 
complementary (Chambers, 2013). If that is true, it produces two important implications for 
higher education professionals who engage in civic work. First, no civic endeavor on campus can 
serve as the civic endeavor on campus. Civic efforts on campus are not in competition with each 
other. They are in complement. Second, as a result of this, civic learning outcomes must be 
written with precision, civic outcomes should be explicitly named (Hemer & Reason, 2017; 
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Torney-Purta et al., 2015). Curricular and co-curricular learning experiences must identify 
specific outcomes and consider the theoretical orientation of these outcomes, assessing if they 
are working on concert or conflict.  
Conclusion 
This present study investigated social-political activism from an ecological-
developmental perspective, considering how students’ background, engagement, and 
environment relate to the development of an activist orientation. The study productively 
complicates citizenship, helping institutions of higher education recognize they have a range of 
ways to support students’ capacities for democratic dissent and that describing learning outcomes 
as generically “civic” is an under specification. It also finds value in employing a developmental 
and generalized perspectives towards studies of activism. There are multiple logical next steps in 
this tradition such as using longitudinal data, employing path modeling to better understand the 
exact relationships of these findings, increasing sample sizes for minoritized students, and using 
larger multi-institutional samples to examine institution-level predictors.  
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Table 1: Participant Characteristics 
 
 N % 
Gender   
Men* 502 31.2 
Women 1,077 66.9 
Transgender/gender nonconforming 29 1.8 
   
Race/ethnicity   
Non-resident/international  59 3.7 
Asian-American 43 2.7 
Black/African-American 184 11.4 
Latino/a 40 2.5 
White* 1,191 74.0 
Multiracial 91 5.7 
   
Sexual identity   
Heterosexual* 1,374 85.4 
LGBQ 234 14.6 
   
Parental education   
No college 229 14.2 
Some college 293 18.2 
Four-year degree* 1,086 67.5 
   
Class year   
First-year  240 14.9 
Sophomore 408 25.4 
Junior 421 26.2 
Senior 539 33.5 
   
Major   
Arts and humanities 252 15.7 
Biological sciences 284 17.7 
Business 178 11.1 
Education 130 8.1 
Engineering  124 7.7 
Physical science 84 5.2 
Professional 77 4.8 
Social science 291 18.1 
Technical 22 1.4 
Other and undecided 166 10.3 
*Referent Group   
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Table 2: Activism Orientation Scale (Conventional Activism) 
Please respond to the following questions by indicating how likely it is that you will 
engage in each of the following activities in the future. * 
M SD 
Activism Orientation Scale (AOS; M = 32.32; SD = 16.71; α = 0.97)   
Display a poster or bumper sticker with a political message? .94 .82 
Invite a friend to attend a meeting of a political organization or event? 1.32 .85 
Purchase a poster, t-shirt, etc. that endorses a political point of view? 1.05 .79 
Serve as an officer in a political organization? .89 .73 
Attend an informational meeting of a political group? 1.38 .83 
Organize a political event (e.g., talk, support group, march)? .79 .73 
Give a lecture or talk about a social or political issue? 1.03 .82 
Go out of your way to collect information on a social or political issue? 1.53 .89 
Campaign door-to-door for a political candidate? .52 .65 
Present facts to contest another person’s social or political statement? 1.40 .89 
Donate money to a political candidate? .81 .75 
Vote in a non-presidential federal, state, or local election? 1.95 .84 
Send a letter or e-mail expressing a political opinion to the editor of a periodical or 
television show? 
.88 .77 
Confront jokes, statements, or innuendoes that opposed a particular group’s cause? 1.44 .88 
Boycott a product for political reasons? 1.30 .84 
Distribute information representing a particular social or political group’s cause? 1.04 .80 
Send a letter or email about a political issue to a public official? 1.06 .82 
Attend a talk on a particular group’s social or political concerns? 1.48 .86 
Attend a political organization's regular planning meeting? .95 .74 
Sign a petition for a political cause? 1.72 .81 
Encourage a friend to join a political organization? 1.08 .80 
Try to change a friend's or acquaintance's mind about a social or political issue? 1.34 .83 
Donate money to a political organization? .83 .74 
Try to change a relative's mind about a social or political issue? 1.30 .83 
Wear a t-shirt or button with a political message? 1.04 .83 
Keep track of the views of members of Congress regarding an issue important to you? 1.45 .85 
Participate in discussion groups designed to discuss issues or solutions of a particular 
social or political group? 
1.29 .85 
Campaign by phone for a political candidate? .51 .63 





Table 3: Descriptive Statistics in Analyses 
 
 Mean SD Range 
Outcome Variable    
Activism Orientation Scale (AOS) .00 1.00 -1.93 – 3.09 
Individual-Level Variables    
Women .67 .47 .00–1.00 
Transgender/Gender-nonconforming .02 .13 .00–1.00 
Non-Resident/International .02 .12 .00–1.00 
Asian-American .04 .19 .00–1.00 
Black/African-American .12 .33 .00–1.00 
Latino/a .03 .16 .00–1.00 
Multiracial .06 .23 .00–1.00 
LGBQ .15 .35 .00–1.00 
Age 24.32 9.16 18 – 64 
Parents with no college  .14 .35 .00–1.00 
Parents with some college, no 4-year degree .18 .39 .00–1.00 
Pre-collegiate commitment to contribute to the greater good .00 1.00 -3.61 – 1.15 
Class Year 2.78 1.07 1.00 – 4.00 
Arts and Humanities majorsa -.02 .58 -1.00 – 1.00 
Biological Sciences majorsa -.00 .60 -1.00 – 1.00 
Business majorsa -.07 .54 -1.00 – 1.00 
Education majorsa -.10 .50 -1.00 – 1.00 
Engineering majorsa -.10 .50 -1.00 – 1.00 
Physical Sciences majorsa -.13 .47 -1.00 – 1.00 
Professional and Technical majorsa -.12 .48 -1.00 – 1.00 
Social Science majorsa -.18 .39 -1.00 – 1.00 
Other and Undecided majorsa -.08 .53 -1.00 – 1.00 
Participation in service-learning courses .85 0.87 .00–1.00 
Participation in learning communities 1.10 0.85 .00–2.00 
Participation in diversity courses and/or workshops .60 0.74 .00–2.00 
Participation in study abroad .32 0.58 .00–2.00 
Time spent volunteering  .00 1.00 -.77 – 4.85 
Time spent participating in student organizations  .00 1.00 -.95 – 4.07 
Time spent socializing with friends .00 1.00 -1.90 – 2.08 
I have meaningful discussions with other students about the need 
to contribute to the greater good  
.00 1.00 -1.94 – 2.61 
Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community  .00 1.00 -3.97 – 1.82 
Climate for Advocating to Contribute to a Larger Community .00 1.00 -2.93 – 1.96 
Climate for Perspective Taking .00 1.00 -3.53 – 1.36 








Table 4: Results 
 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 b   b   b  SE 95% CI 
Intercept -.37 ***  -.51 ***  -.25 ** .10 (-.45, -.06) 
Women1 -.05   -.13 *  -.14 ** .05 (-.23, -.04) 
Transgender1 .38 *  .22   .21  .17 (-.29, .39) 
Non-Resident/International1 -.04   .03   .05  .17 (-.29, .39) 
Asian-American1 -.27 *  -.37 **  -.41 *** .12 (-.64, -.18) 
Black/African-American1 .03   .09   .06  .07 (-.08, .20) 
Latino/a1 -.01   -.01   -.05  .14 (-.32, .22) 
Multiracial1 .11   .11   .10  .09 (-.08, .29) 
LGBQ1 .40 ***  .39 ***  .27 *** .06 (.15, .40) 
Age .01 ***  .01 **  .01 ** .00 (.00, .02) 
Parents with no college1 -.11   -.05   -.04  .07 (-.08, .11) 
Parents with some college1 -.11   -.05   -.03  .06 (-.15, .08) 
Pre-collegiate commitment2 .07 **  .14 ***  .05 * .02 (.00, .10) 
Class Year    .02   -.01  .02 (-.06, .04) 
Arts and Humanities majors3    .14 *  .05  .05 (-.06, .15) 
Biological Sciences majors3    -.03   -.06  .05 (-.16, .04) 
Business majors3    -.15 *  -.07  .06 (-.20, .05) 
Education majors3    -.04   -.02  .07 (-.16, .12) 
Engineering majors3    -.29 ***  -.21 ** .08 (-.35, -.06) 
Physical Sciences majors3    -.01   .00  .08 (-.17, .17) 
Professional and Technical majors3    -.10   -.08  .08 (-.24, .07) 
Social Science majors3    .41 ***  .37 *** .05 (.27, .47) 
Other and Undecided majors3    .06   .04  .06 (-.08, .17) 
Service-learning courses    -.07 *  -.11 *** .03 (-.17, -.05) 
Learning Communities    .23 ***  .15 *** .03 (.09, .21) 
Diversity courses and/or workshops    -.05   -.03  .03 (-.09, .03) 
Study Abroad    .12 **  .11 ** .04 (.03, .19) 
Time spent volunteering2     .09 ***  .07 ** .02 (.03, .12) 
Time spent participating in student organizations2    .11 ***  .07 ** .03 (.03, .12) 
Time spent socializing with friends2    .02   .00  .02 (-.04, .05) 
I have meaningful discussions with other students about the need to 
contribute to the greater good2 





Table 4 Continued 
 
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
 b   b   b  SE 95% CI 
Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community2       .06 * .03 (.00, .11) 
Climate for Advocating to Contribute to a Larger Community2       -.02  .03 (-.08, .03) 
Climate for Perspective Taking2       -.06 * .03 (-.11, -.01) 
Total Variance Explained (Adjusted) 7.7%  18.6%  28.3% 
Change in Variance Explained    +10.9%  +9.7% 
* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001; Outcome Variable: Activism Orientation Scale (AOS) 
1Dummy Coding; Referent is a White, heterosexual man with at least one college-educated parent 
2M = 0; SD = 1 







CHAPTER 5. GENERAL CONCLUSION 
There are two important premises at the core of the American democracy: inclusion and 
dissent (Allen, 2004; Inazu, 2016; Obama, 2017). Inclusion encompasses the continually 
developing and moving boundary of who is allowed membership, access, and opportunity in 
society. Dissent is the right of citizens to challenge established norms. The overarching goal of 
this study is understanding how colleges may encourage desirable civic outcomes, including 
empowering individuals to exercise their voices in shaping their respective community. College 
students’ civic learning and associated outcomes are connected to both inclusion and dissent 
premises of democracy (Hemer & Reason, 2017; Torney-Purta, Cabrera, Roohr, Liu, & Rios, 
2015). These learning outcomes are also based in higher education’s responsibility to prepare 
students for participation in a diverse democracy (Bok, 2013; Bowen, 1977; Colby, Ehrlich, 
Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003; Dewey, 1903; Jefferson, 1789; Kerr, 1963; Kezar, 2004; Mann 
1845/1969; National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement [National Task 
Force], 2012; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011).  
This dissertation focused on normative dimensions of citizenship and how colleges may 
support civic learning for democratic dissent. Civic learning for dissent was operationalized as 
the orientation to engage in activism. In this chapter I summarize the first four chapters, explain 
how the findings contribute to scholarship in higher education, and reflect on the dissertation in 
whole. Chapter 1 provided background and framed the subsequent manuscripts. Chapter 2 
examined the measurement properties of scales employed in the study, paying specific attention 
to potential differences by gender, race/ethnicity, and class year, and considering how these 
differences may affect findings and conclusions.  Chapter 3 enumerated the campus 
opportunities that shape students’ perceptions and predict campus climate that encourages civic 
 123 
learning and engagement. Chapter 4 examined how college students’ background, engagement, 
and perceptions are related to the development of an orientation towards activism and dissent.  
Chapter 1 
Chapter 1 provided background for this study, establishing a clear conceptualization of 
citizenship and democratic education. This study framed citizenship through a civic republican 
perspective and emphasized participatory models of democratic education. A civic republican 
perspective believes social institutions should reinforce shared norms and values within and 
between social groups; citizens have and should understand their social responsibilities as well as 
their rights; and citizens should also understand the historical narratives that lay some foundation 
for a common civic identity (Jones, 2017). This perspective aligns with a participatory view of 
democratic education (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004), that values individuals who engage in civic 
affairs, emphasizing collective, community-based efforts. Participatory citizens are active 
members of community organizations, organize community efforts, know how government 
works, and know strategies for accomplishing collective tasks (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004).  
This study emphasized civic participation and the existence of social responsibilities - 
suggesting that social institutions, like educational institutions, play a role in reinforcing these 
responsibilities. Participatory citizenship education recognizes ideals of pluralism, 
acknowledging citizens with competing interests must work and live together in shared 
communities (Inazu, 2016; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Teaching students how to engage in 
democratic dissent is one responsibility of educational institutions. Activism is a practice of 
dissent and defined as engagement in “various collective, social-political, problem-solving 
behaviors spanning a range from low-risk, passive, and institutionalized acts to high-risk, active, 
and unconventional behaviors” (p. 704, Corning & Myers, 2002). Corning and Myers definition 
is consistent with civic republican and participatory conceptualizations, emphasizing collective, 
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social-political problem-solving. Corning and Myers’ definition is broad, prioritizing the 
developmental structures of activism rather than the content associated with specific social 
issues, as is common in theories of human and college student development (e.g., Erikson, 
Kegan, Kohlberg, Perry, Gilligan, Fowler; see Patton, Renn, Guido, & Quaye, 2016). After 
framing the dissertation, I conducted three studies. 
Chapter 2 
 The first study emphasized data quality and validity. A great deal of research in higher 
education is conducted using survey data (Wells, Kolek, Williams, & Saunders, 2015), including 
research on civic learning and associated outcomes (Hemer & Reason, 2017; Torney-Purta et al., 
2015). Institutional assessment plans, including assessment of campus climates, also commonly 
rely on survey data (Rankin & Reason, 2008; Ryder & Mitchell, 2013). Climate studies often 
involve comparisons of climate between groups of students (Hutchinson, Raymond, & Black, 
2008). Establishing valid survey measures is important and examining their measurement 
properties is worthy of study. Chapter 2 asked two questions, “Using the Personal and Social 
Responsibility Inventory (PSRI), what is the psychometric structure for assessing the campus 
Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community?” and “Does this measurement hold across 
social identities and class year?” To answer the research questions, data collected from the 
Personal and Social Responsibility Inventory (PSRI) were used. Confirmatory factor analysis 
and multi-group confirmatory factor analysis served as the analytic approach.  
 Four latent factors were hypothesized within Contributing a Larger Community 
dimension of the PSRI: (1) General Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community, (2) 
Climate for Advocacy to Contribute to a Larger Community, (3) Development of Contributing to 
a Larger Community, and (4) Taking Action to Contribute to a Larger Community.  The 
hypothesized four factor structure was confirmed. Configural, weak, and strong invariance tests 
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examined measurement on the basis of gender, race, and class year. Findings suggested these 
four factors were invariant across gender, race, and class year. Confirmation of structure and 
invariance indicated this dimension of the PSRI has valid measurement. Therefore, different 
scores are known represent actual differences between survey respondents. Chapter 2’s findings 
allow greater confidence in both research and assessment using this dimension of the PSRI. 
Beyond this study, tests of invariance should be expanded. Establishing invariance provides 
greater confidence in conclusions made from data, helping higher education institutions take 
action to improve student learning and development. 
Chapter 3 
After establishing the measurement properties of surveys, understanding and utilizing the 
data is next. For climate data, a reasonable question higher education institutions may ask is, 
“Can we influence students’ perception of climate(s)? If yes, what can we do?” Chapter 3 builds 
from Chapter 2 to examine these questions for the climate for civic learning and engagement. 
Chapter 3 sought to answer, “What collegiate curricular and co-curricular engagement shapes 
students’ perception of the Climate for Contributing to a Larger Community?” The study 
provided a unique contribution and new insights considering what factors influence students’ 
perceptions of the climate for civic learning and engagement, as the first quantitative study in 
this area. The study utilized ecological theory and data collected from the PSRI and utilized two-
level multi-level modeling. 
Associations between student characteristics (e.g., race, personality), educational 
practices (e.g., diversity courses, first year seminars), and subjective measures of environment 
(e.g., perceived advocacy by campus professionals) were all revealed as potential levers for 
shaping students’ perception of climate. Three key findings emerged. First, students’ identities 
related to their perceptions of the campus environment in systematic ways. Second, students’ 
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subjective assessment of their environment was associated with their perception of climate. 
Third, there is a relationship between diversity-related survey items and campus climate. 
Findings are significant to higher education. Central to the findings is the key role campus 
professionals play in shaping perceptions of climate for civic learning. Chapter 3 also highlighted 
the importance of disaggregating data to consider how students from different identities perceive 
and experience their respective campus’ climate for civic learning and engagement. Finally, this 
chapter highlights that these civic efforts overlap with the goals of campus professionals who 
work with diversity efforts on campus. Broadly, this chapter highlights that college campuses 
may have unique levers to shape students’ perceptions of campus climates, and how 
investigating these associations will contribute to educational practice. 
Chapter 4 
 After establishing valid survey measurement and examining associations with students’ 
perception of climate, Chapter 4 addressed the primary purpose of this dissertation.  The research 
question for Chapter 4 was, “How do college students’ background, collegiate engagement, and 
perceptions of the campus climate relate to the development of an activist orientation?” This 
study provides a unique framing to other scholarship on activism in a higher education, framing 
activism generally by using the Activism Orientation Scale (AOS). This is the first study in 
higher education scholarship to use AOS as an outcome. The study utilized ecological theory and 
data collected from the PSRI, employing OLS regression. 
Consistent with previous scholarship, participation in learning communities, study 
abroad, volunteering, and participating in student organizations were associated with greater 
propensities for activism. Meaningful engagement with peers and perceiving a positive Climate 
for Contributing to a Larger Community were also positively related to AOS. Two key findings 
were inconsistent with previous scholarship. Participation in service-learning and the Climate for 
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Perspective Taking were negatively associated with AOS. To explain the first unexpected 
finding, service-learning is hypothesized to teach students to work within systems rather than 
change them. For the second unexpected finding, I utilized work by Mutz (2006), who 
previously found that deliberative democratic practices are often at odds with participatory 
democratic practices. Perspective taking is understood to be a deliberative and inclusive 
democratic practice, whereas activism is understood to be a participatory practice of dissent. This 
study adds to the growing literature that connects the subjective environment to student 
outcomes and emphasizes the conceptual value of campus climates for student development. 
Higher education, through both educational practices and campus climate, can shape civic 
learning towards activism (i.e., collective, social-political action taking). While most climate 
research has focused on diversity, race, or gender, climate research should be extended to a 
number of referents. Additionally, specificity in assessment and research of civic outcomes is 
recommended. While previous scholarship has identified many ways to operationalize civic 
outcomes (Hemer & Reason, 2017; Torney-Purta et al., 2015), this scholarship does not discuss 
that some civic outcomes may be in tension, and that inverse relationships exist between 
different kinds of civic outcomes. Therefore, it is important to be explicit in framing and 
assessing students’ civic learning.    
Conclusion 
Reflecting on the first four chapters and returning to central endeavor of how can college 
support students’ civic learning towards the democratic premise of dissent, what does my 
dissertation suggest? In beginning this dissertation, I framed the study through the inclusion and 
dissent premises of democracy (Inazu, 2016; Obama, 2017). I initially used this framing to focus 
on the dissent premise. At the conclusion on my dissertation, I look at these two premises 
differently and wish to discuss the unexpected value of this framing technique. Inclusion and 
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dissent are competing and complimentary. This is reflected in Chapter 4. Climates for social 
responsibility do not universally support activism. The Climate for Contributing to a Larger 
Community supported activism, while the Climate for Perspective Taking was negatively 
associated with activism. However, both climates do support the civic purpose of higher 
education. Recognizing that tension exists between multiple civic learning outcomes is a 
valuable and pragmatic lesson that I learned in writing my dissertation. Higher education must 
embrace the idea that some programs are designed to facilitate learning across difference and 
expanding inclusion; other programs facilitate dissenting action. This dissenting action is based 
in students’ subjective judgement against established norms or, on occasion, against efforts to 
change established norms. 
Acknowledging the paradoxical asynchronicity of civic learning for inclusion and dissent 
should not result in despair. Rather this recognition highlights the importance of making 
theoretical models of citizenship explicit (i.e., civic republicanism; Jones, 2017) and 
emphasizing particular citizenship models in designing democratic education (i.e., participatory 
citizens; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Chambers (2013) addressed the tension of deliberative 
and participatory democracy systematically, arguing for functional differentiation. Modern 
democracies need many kinds of citizens with different skills, values, and behaviors. Higher 
education should value different kinds of citizens and consider a diversity of normative practices 
and civic learning as crucial to fulfilling the civic mission of higher education.  
In working towards more equitable, fair, and representative societies, practices of 
inclusion or unanimity may, on occasion, silence or marginalize individuals. Allen (2004) 
described modern citizenship as a shift from the ideal of oneness (i.e., desire for homogeneity) to 
an ideal of wholeness (i.e., complicated, differentiated citizenry). The modern citizenship 
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movement should encourage higher education to embrace dissent-based civic learning and 
students’ development towards activism. Overall, this dissertation provides strong evidence for 
how to measure, operationalize, and research one dimension of campus climate and one type of 
civic learning outcome. In doing so, it contributes to the democratic purpose of higher education 
and provide guidance for higher education institutions as well.   
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